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Edited by Ray Bonds 
Foreword by 

GENERAL WILLIAM C. WESTMORELAND, 

US Army, retired 

248 pages. More than 550 action photographs. Over 40 
maps and diagrams. 100,000 words of text and data. Full- 
colortechnical section detailing special weapons and 
techniques used in Vietnam 

There is no doubt that the wars in Southeast Asia have had, and 
will continue to have, worldwide ramifications. At one time or 
another all the world's superpowers - the United States, the 
Soviet Union and China - have been deeply involved in the 
conflict, and nations as far apart as Australia and France, Britain 
and Japan, have engaged in bitter combat in the region. 
Vietnam, now the third most powerful Communist nation, has 
been the scene of often unmitigated violence on a horrendous 
scale for more than thirty years. 

As France failed to regain control over its I ndochinese colonies 
following World War II, the United States poured massive 
military and economic aid upon the South Vietnamese, fearing 
that the whole region might come under Communist control. 
There followed one of the bloodiest conflicts in the history of 
warfare, and the incredible story unfolds in this fascinating, 
action-packed book. Military analysts and veterans, and those 
who followed the years of intense warfare, will be enthralled 
with an overall view as well as accounts of both hand-to-hand 
combat and advanced technology at war, written with great 
authority by commentators with access to the most detailed 
information, and the closest ties with the war- many of them 
took part in it! 

Hundreds of authentic photographs combine with lucid, 
authoritative text to emphasise the tremendously difficult 2 -** 
military and political problems encountered in Southeast Asia, 
and describe how in fact the conflict has continued to rage so 
fiercely that major powers could be brought into a potentially 
disastrous global confrontation. Even now Vietnamese forces 
are engaged in bitter clashes with Khmer Rouge guerrillas in 
Kampuchea (formerly Cambodia), in an attempt to quell 
resistance to the Vietnamese "blitzkrieg" invasion early in 1979. 
And, even more serious, China has carried out a short, punitive 
invasion of Vietnam in response to hundreds of provocative 
border incursions which China believes to be part of a Soviet- 
influenced aggressive and adventurist campaign in Indochina. 
Thailand, suspicious of Vietnamese intentions and fearful of 
her vast armed forces, has placed her troops on the alert and is 
thrusting back across her borders thousands of Kampuchean 
refugees (including murderous Pol Pot guerrillas) who have 
fled before the violent Vietnamese advance. The governments 
of Burma, Malaysia and Indonesia are also becoming 
increasingly concerned as the once-criticised "domino 
theory" has taken on a new significance. The war continues_ 

In an era of increasing instability, the only enduring certainty 
isthatSoutheast Asia will continue to astonish and ' olvethe 
rest of the world with its problems. 
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Foreword 

by General William C. Westmoreland, 
US Army, Retired 


General William C. Westmoreland, USA, here seen greeting 
newly-arrived US infantrymen at Qui Nhon, South Vietnam, 
in August 1966, replaced General Paul D. Harkins, USA, as 
Commander, US Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, 
on 20 June 1964, serving in this capacity until June 1968. In 
retirement from 1972, General Westmoreland is a stem 
critic of the haste with which the US policy of disengagement 
in Southeast Asia was implemented. 
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T wenty-five centuries ago a Chinese warrior-philosopher, 
Sun Tzu, wrote profoundly on the art of war. Fighting, he 
declared, is the crudest form of warfare. He advised, instead: 

Break the will of the enemy to fight, and you accomplish the 
true objective of war. Cover with ridicule the enemy's tradition. 
Exploit and aggravate the inherent frictions within the enemy 
country. Agitate the young against the old. Prevail if possible 
without armed conflict. The supreme excellence is not to win a 
hundred victories in a hundred battles. The supreme excellence 
is to defeat the armies of your enemies without ever having to 
fight them. 

The Communist leader of North Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh, 
could hardly have been unaware of Sun Tzu's dicta when he 
devised a strategy both for his war of liberation against France 
and for his war of aggression against South Vietnam, in which 
the United States was his principal adversary. Although he was 
unable to prevail in either conflict without giving battle, he — 
or his successors — was able in both cases to ''exploit and aggra¬ 
vate the inherent frictions within the enemy country’’ and to 
"agitate the young against the old”, and in the war with the 
United States he was also able to "cover with ridicule the 
enemy’s tradition”. In at least some circles, the North Viet¬ 
namese succeeded in changing the long established image of 
the United States as a champion of liberty into that of a big 
power interfering harshly and inhumanely in the internal 
affairs of a small nation. In the process, the North Vietnamese 
"broke the will of the enemy to fight” and, despite American 
victory on virtually every battlefield, emerged in the end 
triumphant. 

Therein lies a cardinal lesson for the democracies. No nation 
should put the burden of war on its military forces alone. It 
matters not whether a war is total or limited; a nation must 
be wholly dedicated in its purpose, firm in its resolve, and 
committed to sacrifice by more than one segment of its society. 
As the war in Vietnam clearly demonstrated, without that 
dedication, that resolve, that commitment, no matter what the 
performance on the field of battle, victory will be elusive. 

T he interest of the United States in South Vietnam was born 
in the post-World War II era, when Communist movement 
into insecure and unstable areas around the world appeared to 
be a monolithic threat. In that atmosphere, President Harry S. 
Truman in 1947 pledged the nation to unconditional support of 
free people who are "resisting attempted subjugation by 
minorities or by outside pressures”. Congress approved that 
doctrine by a large majority. 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower in his turn emphasized that 
policy of containment in association with a strategy of massive 
retaliation. With South Vietnam much in mind, the Eisen¬ 
hower administration sponsored the Southeast Asia Treaty 
Organization, which the Senate in 1955 ratified with only one 
dissenting vote. 

When John F. Kennedy became president, he developed 
personal interest in the problem posed by a Communist strategy 
of small wars of "national liberation”. Chastened by failure at 
the Bay of Pigs in Cuba and by a personal confrontation with 
Premier Nikita Khrushchev of the Soviet Union, the young 
president reputedly told a correspondent for the New York 
Times: "We have a problem in making our power pertinent and 
Vietnam looks like the place.” 

President Kennedy set the tone of his administration in his 
inaugural address, pledging the nation "to bear any burden, 
meet any hardship, support any friend and oppose any foe to 
assure the survival and success of liberty”. To attempt to foil 
the Communist strategy of wars of national liberation fitted 
that ideal. President Kennedy thus sharply increased American 
involvement in South Vietnam, but in his zeal made the un¬ 
fortunate mistake of approving American participation in the 
overthrow of South Vietnam’s President Ngo Dinh Diem. That 
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action morally locked the United States into Vietnam, and 
despite political chaos in South Vietnam amply demonstrating 
a lack of leadership and unity, neither Mr Kennedy nor his 
successor, President Lyndon B. Johnson, chose to risk the 
likely domestic political repercussions of pulling out. 

While determined to pursue Mr Kennedy's policy in Vietnam, 
President Johnson was nevertheless obsessed with his program 
of domestic achievement, the Great Society. Although he 
expanded American military commitment, he pursued a policy 
at home of business as usual. Had it not been for the draft, and 
sensational coverage of the war piped for the first time by 
television into American living rooms, only those who served 
and their loved ones would have recognized that the nation was 
at war. 

Despite congressional endorsement for military action as ^ 
firm as that provided Truman, Eisenhower, and Kennedy, 
President Johnson was determined to keep the war limited and 
publicly announced that he would sanction no expansion of it. 
That locked American military forces into a defensive strategy, 
and anyone versed in military history knows that a force on 
the offensive has advantages over one on the defensive; for the 
force on the offensive possesses the initiative and can mass its 
strength at the time and place of its own choosing. North 
Vietnam had the additional advantage of knowing that its 
operating bases in neighboring Cambodia and Laos and—for 
the most part—in North Vietnam were virtually inviolate. 
Although those of us in Vietnam were acutely conscious that a 
defensive strategy contributed to a prolonged war, and that a 
prolonged war contributed to the success of the strategy the 
enemy had borrowed from Sun Tzu, we were powerless, in view 
of the political restrictions, to shift to an offensive strategy and 
bring the war to a swift conclusion. 

Only in the bombing of North Vietnam did President Johnson 
sanction an offensive strategy, and even in that he bowed to 
political advice and accepted a selective, on-again, off-again 
campaign reflecting political pressures at home and abroad. 
To North Vietnam it must have been clear that the bombing 
demonstrated not strength and determination but political 
weakness and uncertainty. Actions by vocal elements of 
American society to frustrate the will of the majority, high¬ 
lighted and sometimes glorified by the news media, no doubt 
helped convey that message. 'Tllegal war" and "immoral war" 
became cliches of the times. 

In the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, passed by the Congress in 
1964 with only two dissenting votes in both houses, President 
Johnson obtained clear authority to commit military forces as 
he deemed necessary to achieve the national objective of 
assuring a free and independent South Vietnam; but as the war 
dragged on without decisive American military action, the 
mood of the Congress changed, a reflection of public attitudes 
strongly influenced by the news media, particularly television. 
When the war became intensely controversial, the president 
should have asked for reaffirmation each year of the Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution; indeed, congressional leaders should have 
demanded it. Yet neither the president nor congressional 
leaders wanted to face open national debate, and a rift between 
legislative and executive branches of the government was 
allowed to widen. 

Despite dissent at home and restrictions on military opera¬ 
tions against enemy sanctuaries beyond the borders of South 
Vietnam, American and South Vietnamese military forces by 
the end of 1967 had achieved substantial progress, both on the 
battlefield and in establishing security for the South Vietna¬ 
mese people. Then came the enemy’s Tet offensive of early 
1968. Despite the fact that the North Vietnamese and Viet 
Cong incurred a military defeat of such proportions that it 
took them four years to recover, reporting of the offensive by 
press and television in the United States gave an impression if 
not of American and South Vietnamese defeat, then of an end¬ 
less war that could never be won. Even a number of senior 
officials in Washington were deceived, failing to heed the fact 


that historically an enemy who is losing may launch a des¬ 
perate effort to reverse the tide of battle, as in the German 
offensives of 1918 and in the Battle of the Bulge. Halting the 
bombing of most of North Vietnam, President Johnson re¬ 
moved himself from the political arena, which led to political 
negotiations in Paris; but the negotiations were for long years 
meaningless, achieving little more than to decide the shape of 
the conference table. Yet the war went on, and more American 
soldiers were killed while their enemy ostensibly parlayed 
peace in Paris than had been killed before the negotiations in 
Paris began. 

Once the North Vietnamese had failed in a major conven¬ 
tional invasion of South Vietnam in 1972 and President Richard 
M. Nixon had directed a renewed and, finally, intensive bomb¬ 
ing campaign against North Vietnam, the Communist repre¬ 
sentatives in Paris at long last made some concessions, how¬ 
ever minor. They might have been compelled to make more, 
but under ever-mounting political pressure and agitation, 
Mr Nixon had already begun pulling out American troops, 
and he underscored his determination to withdraw whatever 
the cost by making a major concession: to accept a continued 
presence of North Vietnamese troops inside South Vietnam. 

Despite that one-sided concession, the cease-fire agreement 
reached in Paris early in 1973 was theoretically workable—//' 
the threat (and reality) of American airpower remained. By 
adopting the Case-Church Amendment in the summer of 1973, 
which prohibited "any funds whatsoever to finance directly or 
indirectly combat activities by the United States military 
forces in, over, or from off the shore of North Vietnam, South 
Vietnam or Cambodia", the United States Senate took away 
that threat. Subsequent sharp cuts in military aid to South 
Vietnam must have reinforced the North Vietnamese leaders 
in their recognition that the United States on its own volition 
had executed an act of surrender. 

By that time there were still weaknesses in the South Viet¬ 
namese government, military leadership, and body politic, but 
the country had made great strides toward becoming a viable 
nation and could no doubt have handled any threat of internal 
subversion alone. Yet the country still faced a powerful 
external military force entrenched within its borders, and the 
cut in American aid left South Vietnamese military units short 
of equipment, ammunition, and replacement parts and virtually 
devoid of air support, severely impairing morale at all levels. 
The enemy meanwhile was amply equipped and supplied and 
remained free to concentrate at the time and place of his choos¬ 
ing. Thus South Vietnam was doomed to eventual defeat. 

The Leaders in Hanoi had learned Sun Tzu’s dicta well. 
Having achieved ridicule of their enemy’s tradition, having 
exploited and aggravated inherent frictions within their 
enemy’s country, and having agitated the young against the 
old, they had removed their primary adversary from the fight 
and were free to exploit their raw military power, with only 
minimal assistance from the southern revolutionaries, to con¬ 
quer South Vietnam and impose on the country a harsh 
Communist regime. 

T he essays that follow tell in detail the story of the war in 
Vietnam, from the opening days to the last. They have been 
written by a diversity of able historians and predictably reflect 
a diversity of views. Although I cannot in all cases agree with 
their interpretations and conclusions, the participant in 
history—whatever his role—must accept the fact that history 
may not always see events in the same way he sees them. The 
essays are, in any event, informative and provocative, and 
thus conducive to helping democratic peoples to learn from the 
trials, the errors, the failures, and the successes that occurred 
in the course of a long, frustrating, and tragic war in a little 
corner of the world known as Vietnam. Unfortunately, the end 
of that war has, from all accounts, brought no end to the 
suffering. —William C. Westmoreland, General, US Army, Retired 
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ABRAMS, General Creighton 
Williams, USA (1914-1974) 

Commander, US Military 
Assistance Command, Vietnam, 

1 968-72: US Army Chief of 
Staff, 1972-74. 



General Abrams tours a fire 
support base in Vietnam, 1969 


BALL, George Wildman 
(1909-) 

'US Under Secretary of State, 
opposed to American military 
involvement in Vietnam, 1 961-66. 

BAO DAI (b. Nguyen Vinh 
Thuy) (1911-) 

Last Emperor of Vietnam, 1 925-45, 
"Citizen Prince" under Ho Chi 
Minh, 1945-46; Premier and 
"puppet Emperor” under French, 
deposed after referendum, 

1949-55; exile in France. 

BIGEARD, General de Corps 
d'Armee Marcel (191 &-) 

France's leading airborne officer; 
served in Indochina, 1945-54; 
led parachute drop at Dien Bien 
Phu. 20 November 1 953, in Viet 
Minh captivity. 1 954, commander 
of parachute regiment in Algeria, 
1958-60; promoted four-star 
general, 1 974. 

BOUN OUM (1911-) 

American-backed, right-wing 
Premier of Laos. 1 960-61. 
member of Souvanna Phouma's 
National Union government from 
1962. 

BUNDY, McGeorge (1919-) 

US Special Assistant for National 
Security Affairs under Presidents 
Kennedy and Johnson, when a 
major influence on US foreign 
policy. 1 960-66. 

BUNDY, William Putnam 
( 1917 -) 

US Assistant Secretary of State 
for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 
influential on President Johnson's 
decision to begin bombing North 
Vietnam, 1965. 

BUNKER, Ellsworth (1894^) 

US Ambassador to South Vietnam, 
1967-73 

CASTRIES, General Christian 
Marie, Comte de la Croix de 
(1902-) 

French Army commander at 
Dien Bien Phu. 1 954. 

CLIFFORD, Clark MacAdams 
(190&-) 

US Secretary of Defense. March 
1 968-January 1969 

CUSHMAN, General Robert 
Everton, Jr., USMC (1914-) 

Commander, ill Marine Amphibious 
Force. Vietnam. 1967-69; Deputy 
Director. CIA, 1 969-71, 
Commandant, United States 
Marine Corps, from 1 972. 


Key individuals in 
Southeast Asia 

These were the men most concerned in the 
struggle for hegemony in Southeast Asia 


DULLES, Allen Welsh 
(1893-1969) 

Director, CIA, 1953-61 

DULLES, John Foster 
(1888-1959) 

US Secretary of State under 
President Eisenhower, a major 
architect of US Cold War policy. 

1953-59; brother of Allen Dulles. 

DUONG VAN MINH, 

Lieutenant General (called 
“Big Minh") (191 &-) 

Led campaign against Binh Xuyen 
bandits, 1955; Military Adviser 
to President Diem of South 
Vietnam, 1 962-63; a leader of the 
coup against Diem. 1963; 
Chairman. Revolutionary Military 
Committee government, November 
1 963-January 1 964; Head of 
State, South Vietnam, January- 
October 1 964, in Bangkok, 
Thailand. 1964-68; as last 
President of South Vietnam (for 
two days only) surrendered 
Saigon to Communist forces, 

30 April 1975 

ELLSBERG, Daniel (1931-) 

Member of staff of Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for 
International Security Affairs, 
1964-65; with Department of 
State staff, Vietnam. 1 965-67; 
Assistant to US Ambassador to 
South Vietnam. 1 967; re; )rted to 
have leaked the "Pentagon 
Papers" to the press, published 
from 1 3 June 1 974. criminal 
charges against Ellsburg dropped. 
May 1973 

ELY, General Paul Henri 
Romuald (1897-1975) 

French Commander in Chief. 
Indochina, supervising withdrawal 
of French troops after his appeal 
for US military assistance failed, 

1954, Chief of General Staff. 
1953-61 

FELT, Admiral Harry Donald, 
USN (1902-) 

US Commander in Chief. Pacific, 
1958-64. 

FORD, President Gerald 
Rudolph, Jr., (1913-) 

Acceded to US presidency on 
Nixon's resignation, 1974. 
continued policy of disengagement 
in Southeast Asia, ordered refugee 
airlift and military action in 
"Mayaguez incident", 1 975; 
defeated by Jimmy Carter in 
presidential election, 1976 

GAYLER, Admiral Noel Arthur 
Meredyth, USN (1914-) 

US Commander in Chief. Pacific, 
from September 1 972. 

HARKINS, General Paul Donal, 
USA (1904-) 

Chief of US Military Assistance 
Advisory Group in Vietnam and the 
first Commander, US Military 
Assistance Command. Vietnam. 
February 1962-June 1 964 


HARRIMAN, William Averell 
(1891-) 

US Assistant Secretary of State for 
Far Eastern Affairs, playing a 
leading part in negotiating Geneva 
Agreements and Laotian 
settlement. 1961-63: Ambassador 
to Paris peace talks, 1 968-69. 

HO CHI MINH (b. Nguyen 
That Thanh) (1890-1969) 

Founder of Indochinese 
Communist Party, 1 930; founder 
of Viet Minh, 1 941; leader of 
North Vietnam until his death. 



Ho Chi Minh. wily politician, 
often called "Unde Ho”. 

JOHNSON, President Lyndon 
Baines (1908-1973) 

Acceded to US presidency on 
assassination of Kennedy, 1963; 
re-elected. 1964; consistently 
attacked by "doves" for increasing 
US commitment to anti-Communist 
stand in Southeast Asia, refused to 
seek re-election, 1 968; retired from 
public life. 1 969 

KENNEDY, President John 
Fitzgerald (1917-1963) 

Elected US President, defeating 
Nixon, 1960; pledged increased 
support for South Vietnam, 1 961; 
assassinated, 22 November 1963. 

KHIEU SAMPHAN (1932-) 

Cambodian Secretary of State for 
Commerce, joined Khmer Rouge, 
1967-70; named Deputy Premier 
and Minister of Defense in 
government-in-exile of Norodom 
Sihanouk, 1 970; Commander in 
Chief, Khmer Rouge High 
Command, from 1 973; Head of 
State, from April 1976. 

KISSINGER, Doctor Henry 
Alfred (1923-) 

Assistant for National Security 
Affairs from 1 968 and Secretary 
of State from 1973, when a chief 
architect of US foreign policy, 
including initiation of strategic 
arms limitation talks, 1969, and 
Paris Agreement on the Vietnam 
War. January 1973; Nobel Peace 
Prize, 1 973 (shared with Le 
Due Tho). 

tv 


KOMER, Robert William 
(1922-) 

Special Assistant to the President 
for National Security Affairs, 

1 966- 67; Deputy to Commander. 
US Military Assistance Command, 
Vietnam, for Civil Operations and 
Rural Development Support. 

1967- 68. 

KONG LE, Captain (1924-) 

Leader of neutralist military force 
in Laos, 1960-62; seized control 
of Vientiane. August 1960. 

LAIRD, Melvin R. (1922-) 

US Secretary of Defense. January 
1969-January 1973: Domestic 
Adviser to President Nixon. 
1973-74. 

LANSDALE, Major General 
Edward G., USAF (1908-) 

US counter-insurgency expert, 
attached CIA and adviser to 
President Diem. South Vietnam. 

1954-56; Special Assistant to US 
Ambassador to South Vietnam, 
1965-68 

LATTRE DETASSIGNY, 
Marshal Jean de (1889-1952) 

Commander, French First Army. 
World War II; rallied military and 
civilian morale during brief period 
as French Commander in Chief, 
Indochina. 1 950-51 : 
posthumously promoted Marshal 
of France. 1 952. 

LE DUAN (1908-) 

Founder member of Indochinese 
Communist Party, 1930; member 
of Central Committee, Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam, Hanoi, 1945; 
directed Communist subversion 
in South Vietnam from 1954; 
instrumental in forming National 
Liberation Front, 1960; First 
Secretary, Vietnam Workers Party 
from 1 959 and Secretary General 
from December 1 976. 

LE DUG THO (b. Phan Dinh 
Khal) (1911-) 

Founder member of Indochinese 
Communist Party. 1 930, founder 
member of Viet Minh, 1 941; chief 
North Vietnamese negotiator at 
Pans peace talks, 1 968-73, 
shared Nobel Peace Prize with 
Henry Kissinger, 1973. 

LE VAN VINH (—) 

Leader of Mafia-like Binh Xuyen 
bandits who controlled criminal 
enterprises Saigon in c. 1948—55; 
exiled to Pans, 1 955. 

LODGE, Henry Cabot (1902-) 

Unsuccessful Vice Presidential 
candidate on Nixon ticket, 1960, 
US Ambassador to South Vietnam, 
1963-64 and 1965-67; 
chief US negotiator at Pans 
peace talks, 1 969. 

LON NOL, Marshal (191 3-) 

Pro-American Cambodian leader 
of campaign against Vietnamese 
Communists; Commander in 
Chief, Khmer Royal Armed Forces, 
under Sihanouk's regime; Premier 
of Cambodia, 1966—67; Premier 
and Minister of Defense, 1 969-71. 
President of Khmer Republic and 
Supreme Commander of Armed 
Forces from March 1972 until 
overthrow and exile in Hawaii, 
April 1 975. 

MANSFIELD, Senator Michael 
Joseph (1903-) 

Montana Democrat, Majority 
Leader of US Senate from 1 961, a 
prominent Vietnam "dove". 
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MARTIN, Graham Anderson 
( 1912 -) 

US Ambassador to Thailand, 

1963-67; Special Assistant to 
Secretary of State for Refugee and 
Migration Affairs. 1 967-69; last 
US Ambassador to South Vietnam. 
1973-75. 

McCAIN, Admiral John Sidney, 
Jr., USN (1911-) 

US Commander in Chief, Pacific. 
1968-72. 

McNAMARA, Robert Strange 
( 1916 -) 

US Secretary of Defense. January 
1961-February 1 968, 



Robert McNamara, who proposed 
the "'McNamara wall" concept. 


MOMYER, General William 
Wallace, USAF (1916-) 

Commander, US Seventh Air 
Force. 1 966-68, serving also as 
General Westmoreland's deputy 
for air operations, 

MOORER, Admiral Thomas 
H., USN (1912-) 

US Chief of Naval Operations. 
1967-70; Chairman. Joint Chiefs 
of Staff. 1970-74 

NAVARRE, General Henri 
(1898-) 

Commander in Chief. French 
forces in Indochina. 1953-54. 

NGO DINH DIEM (1901-1963) 

Minister of the Interior under 
Emperor Bao Dai before World 
War II; refused office under 
Ho Chi Minh and went into exile. 
1945; US-backed President of 
South Vietnam from 1 954, 
overthrown and murdered. 1963. 

NGO DINH NHU (1910-1963) 

Brother and principal adviser of 
Ngo Dinh Diem; died with him 
during coup, 1 963 

NGUYEN CAO KY, General (or 
Air Vice Marshal) (1930-) 

Former member of French forces 
and a violent anti-Communist. 
commander of the South 
Vietnamese Air Force from 1 963: 
a leader of the military coup against 
Phan Huy Quat, 1965; Premier of 
South Vietnam. 1 965—67; Vice 
President, 1 967-71; exiled in US 
from April 1975. 

NGUYEN HUU THO (1910-) 

Vietnamese nationalist leader, 
agitated against French and US 
intervention, 1949-50; imprisoned 
by Diem, 1 954-61 ; although a 
non-Communist. President of 
National Liberation Front, 

1 961-69; Vice President, Socialist 
Republic of Vietnam, from July 
1976 


NGUYEN KHANH, General 
(1927-) 

Chief of Staff to General Duong 
Van Minh and associated with him 
in coup against Diem. 1 963; led 
coup against Minh and was briefly 
Premier of South Vietnam. 1 964; 
semi-exile from 1965. 

NGUYEN VAN THIEU, 
Lieutenant General (1923-) 

Led coup against Diem. 1963; 
US-backed Head of State of South 
Vietnam, 1 965-67; elected 
President, 1967; re-elected, 1971; 
resigned in favor of Tran Van 
Huong. 21 April 1 975; retired to 
Taiwan. 



Nguyen Van Thieu inspects ARVN 
and US Marine troops, 1966. 


NIXON, President Richard 
Milhous (1913-) 

US Vice President, 1 953-61; lost 
presidential election to Kennedy, 

1 960; defeated Hubert H. 
Humphrey in presidential election, 

1 968, ordered "secret bombing" of 
Cambodia, 1969-70; implemented 
"Nixon doctrine” of replacing 
troops abroad by increased advice 
and economic aid and 
progressively reduced US 
commitment to Vietnam; re¬ 
elected, 1972; resigned as a result 
of Watergate scandal. August 
1974. 

NOLTING, Frederick Ernest, 

Jr. (1911-) 

US Ambassador to South Vietnam, 
1961-63. 

NORODOM SIHANOUK, 

Prince Samdech Preah (1922-) 

King of Cambodia. 1 94;i-55; 
Premier. 1955-60; neutralist 
Head of State, 1 960-70; 
overthrown by Lon Nol and formed 
government-in-exile in Peking. 

1970; restored as Head of State, 

1 975, resigned, 1 976. 

PHAM VAN DONG (1906-) 

Co-founder of Viet Minh. 1 941, 
Premier of North Vietnam, 

1955-76, Premier, Socialist 
Republic of Vietnam, from July 
1976 

PHOUMI NOSAVAN, 

General (—) 

Pro-US commander of Royal 
Laotian Army; Defense Minister. 

1958; drove Kong Le from 
Vientiane and overthrew Souvanna 
Phouma, 1 960; went into exile 
after failure of coup, 1 965 

POL POT (also TOL SAUT, 

POL PORTH) (192&-) 

Plantation worker, joined Ho Chi 
Minh in opposition to French in 
1940s; member of Indonesian 
Communist Party until 1 946, 
thereafter of Cambodian 
Communist Party, elected Party 
Secretary, 1963, elected to 


People's Representative Assembly 
of Kampuchea. March 1 976; 

Prime Minister. Kampuchea, 
April-September 1 976, resigned 
for health reasons, resumed office 
September 1 977. 

RICHARDSON, Elliott Lee 
(1920-) 

US Secretary of Defense. 
January-May 1 973. 

RIDGWAY, General Matthew 
Bunker, USA (189S-) 

Commanded US 8th Army. Korea. 
1950-51. Supreme Commander, 

Far East, 1 951-52; Supreme 
Commander, Europe. 1952-53; 

US Army Chief of Staff, opposed 
to ground war in support of the 
French in Indochina, 1953-55. 

ROSTOW, Walt Whitman 
(1916-) 

Deputy Special Assistant to the 
President for National Security 
Affairs. 1961; Chairman. US 
State Department Policy Planning 
Council, 1 961-66. 

RUSK. David Dean (1909-) 

US Secretary of State, a vigorous 
advocate of US action in Vietnam. 
1961-69. 

SCHLESINGER, James Rodney 
(1929-) 

Director, Central Intelligence 
Agency. 1 973, US Secretary of 
Defense, 1973-75. 

SHARP, Admiral Ulysses S, 
Grant. USN (1906-) 

Commander in Chief. Pacific, and 
US Military Adviser to SEATO, 
1964-68. 

SOUPHANOUVONG. Prince 
( 1912 -) 

Half-brother of Souvanna Phouma. 
associated with Ho Chi Minh 
since before World War II; founder 
member of Communist Pathet Lao, 

1 950; Vice Premier of Laos, then 
imprisoned and escaped to lead 
pro-Communist military faction. 

1962: Chairman. Joint National 
Political Council. 1974-75; 
President. Lao People's Democratic 
Republic, from December 1 975. 

SOUVANNA PHOUMA. Prince 
(1901-) 

Neutralist leader. Prime Minister of 
Laos. 1 962-75; Counsellor to 
Government of Laos. 1 976. 

TAYLOR, General Maxwell 
Davenport, USA (1901-) 

Commanded US 8th Army. 

Korea. 1 953; US and UN 
Commander. Far East, 1955, US 
Army Chief of Staff, 1 955-59, 
Military Adviser to President 
Kennedy, 1961-62; Chairman, 
Joint Chiefs of Staff. 1962-64, 

US Ambassador to South Vietnam, 

1964-65; Special Consultant to 
the President, and Chairman, 
President's Foreign Intelligence 
Advisory Board, 1965-69; 
President, Institute of Defense 
Analyses. 1966-69 

TRAN THIEN KHIEM, General 
(1925-) 

Co-leader, with Nguyen Khanh, 
of coup against Duong Van Minh, 

1 964, Defense Minister and 
Commander in Chief Armed 
Forces. South Vietnam, 1964, 
Ambassador to US, 1 964-65; 
Ambassador to Republic of China 
(Taiwan), 1965—68, Deputy 
Prime Minister, South Vietnam, 
1969, Prime Minister, 1969-75: 
fled to Taiwan, April 1975 


TRAN VAN HUONG (1903-) 

Viet Minh activist against French, 
Mayor of Saigon, 1 954; imprisoned, 
1960; Prime Minister, South 
Vietnam. 1964—65 and 1968-69, 
Vice President. 1 971-75; President, 
21-28 April 1975. 

VO NGUYEN GIAP, General 
( 1912 -) 

Co-founder of Viet Minh. 1 941, 
Minister of Interior, 1945; 
Commander in Chief. Viet Minh 
armed forces, from 1 946. victor 
of Dien Bien Phu. 1954, Deputy 
Prime Minister. Minister of 
Defense, and Commander in Chief. 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, 
until 1 976; Vice Premier and 
Minister of National Defense. 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 
from July 1 976. 

WALT, General Lewis William, 
USMC (1913-) 

Commander. Ill Marine Amphibious 
Force, and Senior Adviser to 
I Corps Military Assistance 
Command. South Vietnam, 

1 965-67; Assistant Commandant. 
United States Marine Corps. 
1968-71. 



General Walt, given a "free hand" 
in 1 Corps Tactical Zone, Vietnam, 
1965. 


WESTMORELAND, General 
William Childs, USA (1914-) 

Commissioned 2nd Lt, US Army. 

1 936; Chief of Staff. 9th Infantry 
Division. 1944-45, Chief of Staff, 
82d Airborne Division, 1 947-50; 
Commander. 187th Airborne RCT. 
Korea and Japan. 1 951-53, 
Superintendent. US Military 
Academy. 1960^63; Commanding 
General. XVIII Airborne Corps. 

1 963; Commander, US Military 
Assistance Command, Vietnam. 
1964-68; US Army Chief of Staff. 
1968-72. retired, 1972 

WEYAND, General Fred 
Carlton, USA (1916-) 

Commander. US 25th Infantry 
Division. Vietnam. 1 966-68. 
Military Adviser at Pans peace 
talks, 1968-70; Deputy 
Commander. US Military 
Assistance Command, Vietnam, 
1970-72. and Commander. 

1972-73; Vice Chief of Staff, US 
Army, 1973 

WHEELER, General Earle 
Gilmore, USA (1908-) 

US Army Chief of Staff. 1 962-64, 
Chairman. Joint Chiefs of Staff. 
1964-70. 

WILLIAMS, Lieutenant General 
Samuel Tankersley, USA 
(1897-) 

Chief US Military Adviser. South 
Vietnam. 1 955-60. 

ZUMWALT, Admiral Elmo 
Russell, Jr., USN (1920-) 

Commander, US Naval Forces, 
Vietnam, 1 968-70; US Chief of 
Naval Operations. 1970. 
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Chroncdogyof 
main events 

Principal events in Southeast Asia from 
thb Japanese occupation to the present 


1945 


March 9. An "independent" 
Vietnam, with Emperor Bao Dai 
as nominal ruler, is proclaimed by 
Japanese occupation authorities. 
Septennber 2. The Communist- 
dominated Viet Minh 
Independence League seizes 
power: Ho Chi Minh establishes 
the Government of the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam (GRDV) in 
Hanoi. 

September 22. French troops 
return to Vietnam and clash with 
Communist and Nationalist forces. 


1946 


March 6. France recognizes the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
as a free state within the 
Indochinese Federation and 
French Union. 

December 19. The Viet Minh 
initiate the eight-year Indochina 
War with an attack on French 
troops in the north. 


1949 


March 8. France recognizes an 
"Independent" state of Vietnam; 
Bao Dai becomes its leader in 
June. 

July 19. Laos is recognized as an 
independent state with ties to 
France. 

November 8. Cambodia is 
recognized as an independent 
state with ties to France. 


1950 


January. The newly-established 
People's Republic of China, 
followed by the Soviet Union, 
recognizes the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam led by 
Ho Chi Minh. 

May 8. US announces military and 
economic aid to the pro-French 
regimes of Vietnam. Laos, and 
Cambodia. 


1954 


May 7. The remnants of the 
French garrison at Dien Bien Phu 
surrender. 

July 7. Ngo Dinh Diem, newly- 
chosen Premier of South Vietnam, 
completes the organization of his 
cabinet. 

July 20-21 . The Geneva 
Agreements are signed, partitioning 
Vietnam along the 1 7th Parallel 
and setting up an International 
Control Commission to supervise 
compliance with the Agreements. 
September 8. An agreement is 
signed at Manila establishing a 
Southeast Asia Treaty 
Organization, aimed at checking 
Communist expansion. 

October 5. The last French troops 
leave Hanoi. 

October 11 . The Viet Minh 
formally assume control over 
North Vietnam. 

October 24. President Dwight 
D Eisenhower advises Diem that 
the US will provide assistance 
directly to South Vietnam, 
instead of channeling it through 
French authorities. 


1955 


March 29. Diem launches his 
successful campaign against the 
Binh Xuyen and the religious sects. 


May 10. South Vietnam formally 
requests US Instructors for 
armed forces. 

May 16. The United States agrees 
to furnish military aid to Cambodia, 
which becomes an independent 
state on 25 September. 

July 20. South Vietnam refuses 
to take part in the all-Vietnam 
elections called for by the Geneva 
Agreements, charging that free 
elections are impossible in the 
Communist North. 

October 23. A national 
referendum deposes Bao Dai in 
favour of Diem, who proclaims 
the Republic of Vietnam. 


1956 


February 18. While visiting 
Peking. Cambodia's Prince 
Norodom Sihanouk renounces 
SEATO protection for his nation. 
March 31 . Prince Souvanna 
Phouma becomes Prime Minister 
in Laos. 

April 28. An American Military 
Assistance Advisory Group 
(MAAG) takes over the training of 
South Vietnamese forces; the 
French Military High Command 
disbands and French troops leave 
South Vietnam 

August 5. Souvanna Phouma 
and the Communist Prince 
Souphanouvong agree to a 
coalition government in Laos. 


1957 


January 3. The International 
Control Commission declares that 
neither North Vietnam nor South 
Vietnam has carried out the 
Geneva Agreements. 

May 29. Communist Pathet Lao 
attempt to seize power in Laos. 
June. The last French training 
missions leave South Vietnam. 
September. Diem is successful in 
South Vietnamese general election. 


1958 


January. Communist guerrillas 
attack a plantation north of Saigon. 


1959 


April. A branch of the Lao Dong 
(Worker's Party of Vietnam), of 
which Ho Chi Minh became 
Secretary-General in 1 956. is 
formed in the South, and 
Communist underground activity 
increases 

May. The US Commander in 
Chief. Pacific, begins sending 
the military advisers requested by 
the South Vietnamese government. 

June-July. Communist Pathet 
Lao forces attempt to gain control 
over northern Laos, receiving some 
Vietnamese Communist assistance. 
July 8. Communist South 
Vietnamese wound American 
advisers during an attack on 
Bien Hoa. 


December 31. General Phoumi 
Nosavan seizes control in Laos. 


I960 


May 5. MAAG strength is 
increased from 327 to 685 
members. 

August 9. Captain Kong Le 
occupies Vientiane and urges 
restoration of a neutral Laos under 
Prince Souvanna Phouma 
November 11-12. A military 
coup against Diem fails. 
December. The Communist 
National Liberation Front (NLF) of 
South Vietnam is formed. 
December 16. The forces of 
Phoumi Nosavan capture Vientiane. 


1961 


January 4. Prince Boun Oum 
organizes a pro-Western 
government in Laos; North 
Vietnam and the USSR send aid 
to the Communist insurgents. 

May 11-13. Vice President 
Lyndon B. Johnson visits South 
Vietnam. 

May 1 6 . A 14-nation conference 
on Laos meets at Geneva. 
September 1-4. Viet Cong forces 
carry out a series of attacks in 
Kontum province. South Vietnam. 
September 18. A Viet Cong 
battalion seizes the provincial 
capital of Phuoc Vinh. some 
55 miles (89km) from Saigon. 
October 8. The Lao factions 
agree to form a neutral coalition 
headed by Souvanna Phouma. but 
fail to agree on the apportionment 
of cabinet posts. 

October 11 . President John F. 
Kennedy announces that his 
principal military adviser. General 
Maxwell D. Taylor. USA. will go 
to South Vietnam to investigate 
the situation. 

November 16. As a result of the 
Taylor mission. President Kennedy 
decides to increase military aid to 
South Vietnam, without committing 
US combat troops. 


1962 


February 3. The "Strategic 
Hamlet" program begins in South 
Vietnam. 

February 7. American military 
strength in South Vietnam reaches 
4.000. with the arrival of two 
additional Army aviation units. 
February 8. The US MAAG is 
reorganized as the US Military 
Assistance Command. Vietnam 
(MACV). under General Paul 
D. Harkins: USA 
February 27. President Diem 
escapes injury when two South 
Vietnamese aircraft attack the 
Presidential Palace. 

May 6-27. Phoumi Nosavan's 
forces are routed, paving the way 
for a settlement in Laos. 

August. First Australian Military 
Aid Forces (MAF) arrive in South 
Vietnam. 


1963 


January 2. Battle of Ap Bac: 
ARVN with US advisers is defeated. 
April. Inception of the Chieu Hoi 
("Open Arms") amnesty program, 
aimed at rallying VC to support 
of the government. 

May 8. Riots in Hue. South 
Vietnam, when government troops 
try to prevent the celebration of 
Buddha's birthday; country-wide 
Buddhist demonstrations continue 
into August. 

June 11 . The first of seven 
Buddhist monks to commit 
suicide by fire in protest against 
government repression dies in 
Saigon. 

November 1-2. A military coup 
overthrows Diem; he and his 
brother Ngo Dinh Nhu are 
murdered 

November 6. General Duong 
Van Minh, leading the 
Revolutionary Military Committee, 
takes over leadership of South 
Vietnam. 

November 15. Following a 
prediction by Defense Secretary 
McNamara that the US military 
role will end by 1 965. the US 
government announces that 1.000 
of the 1 5,000 American advisers 
in South Vietnam will be 
withdrawn early in December. 
November 22. John F. Kennedy 
is assassinated at Dallas. Texas; 
Lyndon B. Johnson becomes 
President. 


1964 


January 30. A junta headed by 
General Nguyen Khanh deposes 
Duong Van Minh in South 
Vietnam. 

June 20. General William C. 
Westmoreland. USA, replaces 
General Harkins as Commander. 

US MACV. 

July 2. General Maxwell D. 

Taylor is named as US Ambassador 
to South Vietnam. 

August 2. North Vietnamese 
torpedo boats attack the destoyer 
USS Maddox. 

August 4. The destroyer USS 
C. Turner Joy reports a similar 
attack. 

August 5. American Seventh 
Fleet carrier aircraft retaliate by 
attacking the bases used by the 
torpedo boats and other military 
targets in North Vietnam. 

August 7. The US Congress 
adopts the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, 
endorsing whatever measures the 
President may consider necessary 
to repel attacks on American 
forces and to prevent further 
aggression. 

November. President Johnson 
is re-elected. 

November 1 . After two months 
of political turmoil. Tran Van 
Huong becomes South Vietnam's 
Premier 

November 1 . The Viet Cong shell 
Bien Hoa. killing two Americans. 
December 24. Terrorist bombing 
in Saigon kills two Americans and 
injures 52. 

December 31 . Total US strength 
m South Vietnam is 23.000. 


1965 


January 8. Two thousand South 
Korean troops arrive in South 
Vietnam 

February 7. Viet Cong attack the 
US base at Pleiku. 

February 8. US Air Force and 
South Vietnamese planes 
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retaliate by attacking military 
targets in North Vietnam. 
February 10. Viet Cong terrorists 
bomb a billet at Qui Nhon. 
killing 23 American soldiers. 
March 2. “Operation Rolling 
Thunder”, the sustained aerial 
bombardment of North Vietnam, 
gets underway. 

March 8 . The first US Marine 
infantry battalion arrives at Da 
Nang. South Vietnam. 

March 30. A terrorist bomb, 
detonated outside the American 
Embassy at Saigon, kills two 
Americans and wounds, among 
others. Deputy Ambassador 
U. Alexis Johnson. 

May 3. The US Army's 173d 
Airborne Brigade begins landing 
in South Vietnam. 

June. Nguyen Cao Ky emerges as 
head of the Saigon government. 
June 18. B-52 bombers from 
Guam make their first strikes of the 
war against targets in South 
Vietnam. 

June 27. The 1 73d Airborne 
Brigade launches a major offensive 
northeast of Saigon. The number 
of American soldiers. Marines, 
sailors, and airmen in South 
Vietnam exceeds 50.000. 

October. A South Korean combat 
division begins landing in South 
Vietnam. 

October 27. American troops 
launch the month-long la Drang 
campaign. 

November. Anti-war 
demonstrations are widespread 
in the USA. 

December 31 . Total US strength 
in South Vietnam is 181.000. 


1966 


January 31 . US bombing of 
North Vietnam resumes after a 
37-day pause. 

February 7-8. President Johnson 
and Premier Ky meet in Hawaii. 
March. Communists capture a 
US Special Forces camp in the 
A Shau Valley, gaining control of 
this vital access route Into 
South Vietnam. 

March 2. Secretary of Defense 
McNamara announces that 
American forces in South Vietnam 
number 215.000. with another 
20.000 en route. 

April 12. For the first time. B-52s 
bomb targets in North Vietnam, 
attacking near Mu Gia Pass. 

June 23. South Vietnamese 
troops seize Buddhist head¬ 
quarters at Saigon, bringing to an 
end a wave of protest that had 
begun in March with agitation 
against military rule. 

October. Some 2,000 non- 
combatant Filipino troops 
arrive in South Vietnam. 

October 24—25. Manila 
Conference of Free World nations 
committed to the Vietnam conflict. 
October 25. Two US Navy 
destroyers launch operations 
against enemy junks trying to 
Infiltrate supplies along South 
Vietnam's coastline. 

December 31 . Total US strength 
in South Vietnam is 385.000. 


1967 


January 8. American and South 
Vietnamese forces launch 
"Operation Cedar Falls”, a 
sustained offensive north of 
Saigon against the Communist- 
controlled Iron Triangle. 

February 22. "Junction City”, 
largest operation of the war to 
date, begins in Tay Ninh province. 
February 28. The Commander. 


Naval Forces. Vietnam, establishes 
the Mekong Delta Mobile Riverine 
Force. 

May 1 . American military strength 
in South Vietnam reaches 436.000. 
May 4. Ambassador Robert W. 
Komer becomes General 
Westmoreland's deputy for Civil 
Operations and Rural Development 
Support (CORDS). 

September 3. General Nguyen 
Van Thieu is elected President of 
South Vietnam: Nguyen Cao Ky 
is Vice-President. 

September 29. A contingent of 
Thai combat troops arrives in 
South Vietnam, 

October 4. The North Vietnamese 
siege of Con Thien is broken. 
December 31 . American military 
strength in South Vietnam is 
486.000. 


1968 


January 22-April 7. The combat 
base at Khe Sanh sustains a 
77-day siege and is successfully 
relieved. 

January 30-31 . The Tet offensive 
erupts throughout South Vietnam, 
lasting until late February. 

March 16. The My Lai massacre 
takes place. 

March 31 . President Johnson 
restricts the bombing of North 
Vietnam to the panhandle region: 
he announces that he will not 
seek re-election. 

April 1. Clark M. Clifford is 
appointed US Secretary of Defense, 
replacing McNamara. 

April 10. President Johnson 
announces that General Creighton 
W. Abrams will take over from 
General Westmoreland as 
Commander, MACV. in June. 

May 3. President Johnson accepts 
a North Vietnamese offer to 
conduct preliminary peace 
discussions in Paris. 

May 4—5. A wave of attacks— 
less severe than those of the Tet 
offensive—hits 109 cities, towns, 
and bases in South Vietnam. 

May 13. Delegates from the 
United States and North Vietnam 
hold their first formal meeting in 
Paris. 

May 31 . "Operation Toan Thang" 
comes to an end; for 60 days. 

42 American and 37 South 
Vietnamese battalions have 
searched out enemy units near 
Saigon. 

June 23, The Khe Sanh combat 
base is abandoned. 

July 18-20. President Johnson 
and Premier Thieu meet In 
Honolulu. 

October 31. President Johnson 
announces that the bombing of 
North Vietnam will end the 
following day. although 
reconnaissance flights will 
continue. 

November. President Richard 
M. Nixon elected: he promises a 
gradual troop withdrawal from 
Vietnam. 

December 31 . American military 
strength in South Vietnam is 
536.100. 


1969 


January 25. Formal truce 
negotiations begin in Paris. 
February 23—24. Communist 
forces carry out rocket and mortar 
attacks against 11 5 bases, towns, 
and cities in South Vietnam. 

June 5. American planes make the 
first raids against North Vietnam 
since the bombing halt of 
1 November 1 968. in retaliation 
for the shooting down of a 


reconnaissance aircraft. 

Retaliatory strikes of this kind 
recur from time to time. 

June 8. While meeting at Midway 
Island with President Thieu. 
President Nixon announces the 
planned withdrawal of 25.000 
American combat troops. 

July 8-August 29. The 25.000- 
man withdrawal is completed 
September 4. Radio Hanoi 
announces the death of Ho Chi 
Minh. 

September 16. President Nixon 
reveals a plan to withdraw an 
additional 35.000 men. 
September 30. The US and 
Thai governments announce a 
planned withdrawal of 6,000 
Americans, mostly airmen, from 
Thailand. 

Octobers. Souvanna Phouma 
requests increased American aid 
to meet heavier Communist 
pressure in Laos. 

November 15. "Moratorium”: 
massive anti-war demonstrations 
in USA. 

December 15. President Nixon 
announces that an additional 
50.000 Americans will be 
withdrawn from South Vietnam 
by 1 5 April 1970. 

December 18. Congress prohibits 
the use of current Department 
of Defense appropriations to 
introduce ground combat troops 
into Laos or Thailand. 

December 21 . Thailand 
announces plans to withdraw 
its 1 2,000-man contingent from 
South Vietnam. South Korea 
will maintain its 50.000-man 
force. The Filipino non-combatants 
have already departed. 

December 31. US troop strength 
in South Vietnam is 474.000. 


1970 


February 10. Souvanna Phouma 
states that he will take no action 
against Communist supply 
activity along the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail if North Vietnam will 
withdraw combat troops from Laos. 
March 18. General Lon Nol ousts 
Prince Norodom Sihanouk (who 
has visited Moscow on 1 3 March) 
and seizes power in Cambodia, 
which is declared a Republic 
later in the year. 

March 27. South Vietnamese 
forces, supported by US 
helicopters, attack Communist 
base camps across the Cambodian 
border. 

April 4. An estimated 50.000 
persons gather at Washington. 
D.C.. to support President Nixon's 
conduct of the war. 

Aprilll. Senators Frank Church 
and John Sherman Cooper 
propose an amendment forbidding 
the funding of American ground 
operations in Cambodia. Thailand, 
or Laos. 

April 14. Cambodian President 
Lon Nol appeals for foreign 
military assistance. 

April 29. MACV announce 
American participation in a South 
Vietnamese offensive into 
Cambodia. 

May 2. Anti-war demonstrations 
break out on a number of US 
college campuses. 

May 9. An estimated 75.000 to 
100.000 demonstrators gather in 
Washington to oppose the 
Cambodian involvement. Protests, 
exacerbated by the fatal shooting 
of four Kent State University 
students by members of the Ohio 
National Guard during a 
demonstration against the war, 
continue at some 400 colleges. 
June 29. US ground troops 


withdraw from Cambodia. 
President Nixon having declared 
that their combat role would end 
by June 30 Air operations 
continue. 

October 15. President Nixon 
announces that a further 40.000 
American troops will be 
withdrawn from South Vietnam 
by the end of the year. 

December 29. Congress adopts 
a Department of Defense 
appropriations bill—with an 
amendment that denies funds for 
the introduction of ground combat 
troops into Laos or Thailand but 
does not include a proposed ban 
on further operations elsewhere 
in Southeast Asia. 

December 31 . Congress repeals 
the Tonkin Gulf Resolution. 
American military strength in 
South Vietnam is 33^800. 


1971 


February 8. President Thieu 
announces "Operation Lam Son 
71 9"—the advance towards 
Tchepone in Laos. 

March 25. "Operation Lam Son 
71 9" ends. 

April 7. President Nixon 
announces that 100,000 American 
troops will leave South Vietnam 
by the end of the year. 

April 24. Up to 500.000 anti-war 
protesters converge upon 
Washington, D.C.: at least 
1 50.000 take part in a similar 
demonstration in San Francisco. 
California. 

June 13. The New York Times 
begins releasing the Pentagon 
Papers, a study of the American 
involvement in Vietnam that was 
originally prepared for Secretary 
of Defense McNamara. 

August 18. Australia and New 
Zealand declare that they will 
withdraw their troops from 
South Vietnam. 

September 9. South Korea 
announces that most of its 48.000 
troops in South Vietnam will 
depart by June 1972. 

October. Presidential elections 
result in the confirmation of 
Nguyen Van Thieu as President 
of South Vietnam. 

November 12. President Nixon 
states that an additional 45,000 
American troops will leave South 
Vietnam during December and 
January. 

December. In Laos. American- 
supported Meo troops are on the 
verge of defeat by North 
Vietnamese units. 

December 26-30. In reaction to 
a North Vietnamese buildup, 
American planes attack airfields 
and other military targets in the 
southern part of the country—the 
most extensive air operations 
against the Communists since the 
November 1968 bombing halt. 


1972 


January 13. President Nixon 
announces withdrawals that will 
reduce American troop strength 
in South Vietnam to 69.000 by 
1 May. 

March 30. North Vietnamese 
forces invade South Vietnam. 

April 3. USS Kitty Hawk is the 
first of four additional aircraft 
carriers to join the two carriers 
already on station off Vietnam. 
April 5. US Air Force fighter- 
bombers begin reinforcing the 
units in Thailand. 

April 6. Marine aircraft begin 
landing at Da Nang, the Chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

continued overleaf 
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Admiral Thomas W. Moorer. USN. 
announces the resumption of aerial 
attack and naval bombardment 
against North Vietnam. 

April 26. President Nixon states 
that American strength in South 
Vietnam will fall to 49.000 by 
1 July. 

May 1 . Quang Tri City falls to the 
North Vietnamese. 

May 8. President Nixon 
announces the mining of North 
Vietnamese harbors. 

June 12. South Vietnamese troops 
break the siege of An Loc. begun 
on 5 April. 

June 29. General Frederick C. 
Weyand. USA. replaces General 
Abrams as Commander. US 
Military Assistance Command, 
Vietnam. 

August 12. The last American 
ground combat troops leave 
South Vietnam; 43.500 airmen 
and support personnel remain 
August 29. President Nixon 
announces withdrawals that will 
reduce total US strength in South 
Vietnam to 27.000 by 1 December. 
September 16. The South 
Vietnamese recapture Quang Tri 
city, but most of Quang Tri 
province remains in Communist 
hands. 

December 18. President Nixon 
orders the resumption of bombing 
north of the 20th Parallel, 
following a two-month pause; 
the Paris peace talks are suspended 
until 8 Jaunary 1973. 

December 30. Bombing north 
of the 20th Parallel comes to an 
end after the North Vietnamese 
agree to negotiate a truce. 


1973 


January 15. Because of the 
progress in talks between Dr. 
Henry Kissinger. President Nixon's 
National Security Adviser, and 
North Vietnam's Le Due Tho. the 
President suspends American 
military operations against 
North Vietnam. 

January 23. Dr. Kissinger and 
Le Due Tho initial an agreement 
ending the war and providing for 
the release of prisoners of war; 
the agreement is formally signed 
on 27 January. 

January 28. Lon Nol proposes a 
cease-fire in Cambodia 
February 21 . Souvanna Phouma 
and the Communists conclude a 
cease-fire in Laos. 

March 17. A Cambodian pilot 
bombs the presidential palace at 
Phnom Penh in an unsuccessful 
attempt to kill Lon Nol. 

March 29. The last American 
troops leave South Vietnam; only 
a Defense Attache Qffice remains 
April 1 . The last Americans held 
prisoner in North Vietnam arrive 
at Clark air base, Philippines. 

April 9. Prince Sihanouk, acting 
as spokesman for the Cambodian 
rebels, rejects Lon Nol's truce 
proposal 

June 29. Congress bans aerial 
bombing in Cambodia after 
1 5 August. 


1974 


January 4. President Thieu 
claims that the war in South 
Vietnam has resumed; 55 
government soldiers are killed in 
two clashes with Communist 
troops 

January 15—28. Cambodian 
rebels inflict large numbers of 
civilian casualties when shelling 
Phnom Penh. 

January 27. Saigon reports that 


1 3.778 government soldiers, 

2.1 59 civilians, and 45.057 
Communists have died in the 
fighting since the January 1973 
truce. 

April 5-7. Communist insurgents 
overrun six outposts protecting 
Phnom Penh. 

July 9. Prince Sihanouk rejects 
another request by Lon Nol for 
truce talks. 

August 5. US Congress places a 
$1.000.000.000 ceiling on 
military aid to South Vietnam for 
the fiscal year ending 30 June 
1975. 

IMovember 30. Lon Nol again . 
proposes a cease-fire in Cambodia. 


1975 


March 5. North Vietnamese 
troops launch determined attacks 
in the Central Highlands. 

April 1 . Lon Nol flees Cambodia. 
April 9-11. Clashes occur 
between Communist insurgents 
and Laos government troops. 

April 10-15. After heavy fighting. 
North Vietnamese troops capture 
Xuan Loc. 38 miles east of Saigon. 
April 12. The US Ambassador to 
Cambodia and his staff leave 
Phnom Penh. 

April 13. The Department of 
Defense announces that US 
aircraft are parachuting supplies 
into Phnom Penh; the airport has 
been closed by enemy fire. 

April 17. Phnom Penh falls to the 
insurgents. 

April 21. President Thieu resigns. 
April 28. Duong Van Minh. who 
helped overthrow Diem in 1963. 
takes over the government of 
South Vietnam. 

April 30. North Vietnamese troops 
enter Saigon, as the remaining 
Americans and many of their 
South Vietnamese allies are 
evacuated. President Duong Van 
Minh announces unconditional 
surrender. 

May 15. US Marines land on 
Koh Tang Island to free the 
American freighter SS Mayaguez, 
seized by Cambodian Communists. 
May 16. In Laos, the Pathet Lao 
seize Pakse. 

May 20. Savannakhet falls to the 
Pathet Lao. 

May 21 . Anti-American 
demonstrations break out in 
Vientiane. Laos. 

June. Pathet Lao troops seize 
US Embassy property in Vientiane. 
August 23. The Pathet Lao 
consolidates the Communist 
takeover of Laos. 

December 3. The Lao coalition 
headed by Souvanna Phouma is 
abolished; Laos becomes a 
Communist state with 
Souphanouvong as President. 
December. The Congress of the 
National United Front of Cambodia 
approves a new. republican 
constitution; the state is renamed 
Democratic Kampuchea. 


1976 


March 26. Dr Kissinger. US 
Secretary of State, announces 
that the US is "in principle" 
prepared to normalize relations 
with Vietnam. 

April 2. Sihanouk resigns as 
Head of State in Kampuchea and 
Khieu Samphan takes his place; 

Pol Pot becomes Prime Minister 
April 25. Nationwide elections are 
held in Vietnam for a National 
Assembly of 249 deputies from the 
North and 243 from the South; 
it is claimed that 98.7 percent 
of the electorate votes. 


April. It is estimated that 30.000 
to 50.000 refugees have entered 
Thailand from Kampuchea since 
April 1975. 

June 8. The Laotian government 
claims that dissident Meo 
tribesmen, who had regained 
control of Long Chong in 
January, have been "swept away". 
June 24. The National Assembly 
of Vietnam meets for the first time; 
the Socialist Republic of Vietnam 
is proclaimed on 2 July and. 
among other decisions. Hanoi 
becomes the capital of united 
Vietnam and Saigon is renamed 
Ho Chi Minh City. 

September 15. Vietnam is 
admitted to membership of the 
International Monetary Fund. 
September. Pol Pot temporarily 
relinquishes the office of Prime 
Minister of Kampuchea because of 
ill-health; Nuon Chea replaces 
him (until September 1 977). 
October 6. An anti-Communist 
regime takes power In Thailand, 
causing a worsening of relations 
with Vietnam. Laos, and 
Kampuchea. 

November 15. The US vetoes 
Vietnam's application for 
membership of the United Nations 
on the grounds of the country's 
"brutal and inhumane" attitude to 
US servicemen still listed as 
missing in Vietnam. 

November 22. Border clashes 
occur between Thai and 
Kampuchean troops. 

December 8. Thailand's Interior 
Minister makes the allegation 
(later withdrawn) that Vietnam 
plans to invade Thailand in 
February 1 977. Strong measures 
against Vietnamese refugees in 
Thailand have been taken 
throughout the year. 

December 14—20. The 
Vietnamese Workers Party, now 
renamed the Communist Party of 
Vietnam, holds its Fourth 
National Congress in Hanoi, 
electing Le Duan as Secretary- 
General. The Party has 1 .5 million 
members (from a population of 
49 million) in 1 977 
December 29. In answer to a 
petition presented to the UN by 
90 former leading US opponents 
of the Vietnam War. protesting at 
violations of human rights by the 
Communist regime. Vietnamese 
officials claim that 95 percent 
of soldiers and officials of the 
former regime now enjoy full 
civil rights. 


1977 


January 28. Kampuchean troops 
raid border villages in Thailand; 
tension between the two countries 
mounts throughout the year, 
February 3. Western embassies 
in Vientiane are asked by Laos to 
reduce their staffs by 50 percent, 
the Laotians suspect the embassies 
are aiding dissidents, whose 
activities continue to trouble the 
Communist regime. 

March 12. Meo dissidents attack 
installations near Luang Prabang. 
Laos; ex-King Savang Vatthana 
and Crown Prince Vongsavang 
are arrested and sent to a 
re-education center. 

March 14. Kampuchea refuses a 
US request for a meeting between 
an American delegation and 
Kampuchean authorities. 

March 16. Refugees report that 
anti-Communist guerrillas have 
blown up the Long Binh 
ammunition dump, near Ho Chi 
Minh City; similar acts of 
resistance are reported throughout 
the year. 


March 17-1 8 . The bodies of 1 2 
missing US pilots are handed over 
when the US Woodcock Mission 
holds talks in Hanoi as the first 
move in improving US-Vietnamese 
relations; the Mission visits Laos 
on 19-20 March. 

April. Prime Minister Pham Van 
Dong of Vietnam visits France. 
May. The Kampuchean attache 
in Moscow is recalled, breaking 
Kampuchea's last diplomatic link 
with the USSR. The US announces 
that it will no longer oppose 
Vietnam's admission to the UN. 
June 30. The Southeast Asia 
Treaty Qrganization (SEATQ) 
is dissolved. 

It is estimated that more than 
700.000 people have left Ho Chi 
Minh City for resettlement in 
agricultural areas since the 
beginning of the year. 

July 18. Laos and Vietnam sign a 
treaty of friendship and 
cooperation; there are an 
estimated 45.000 Vietnamese 
troops in Laos. 

July. Relations between Vietnam 
amd Kampuchea worsen; there 
are severe border clashes 
throughout the year. US estimates 
suggest that "possibly" 1.200.000 
people have died in Kampuchea, 
many from disease or starvation, 
since the Communist takeover. 
August 6. The Prime Minister of 
Thailand announces that there have 
been 400 border incursions by 
Kampuchea since the beginning of 
the year and threatens military 
action. 

August 19. Khmer Rou'ge 
defectors to Thailand state that 
Pol Pot wields almost total 
power in Kampuchea and that 
Khieu Samphan is "only a 
figurehead". 

September 23. Following reports 
that 20 Soviet MiG aircraft have 
been delivered to Vietiane. Thailand 
imposes an embargo on oil. food, 
and "strategic supplies" for Laos. 
September 27. The existence of 
the ruling Kampuchean Communist 
Party is officially confirmed for the 
first time. Prime Minister Pol Pot. 
who resumes office this month, 
is its Secretary. 

September. Vietnam is admitted 
to membership of the UN. 

October. Kampuchea's total 
isolation policy is relaxed when 
Pol Pot visits Peking and North 
Korea. 

November. Announcement of 
talks to resolve difficulties 
between Kampuchea and Thailand. 

Meo refugees state that more 
than 5.000 anti-government 
guerrillas have been killed in Laos 
in a major offensive by Laotian 
and Vietnamese troops near the 
Plain of Jars. 

December 1 . Vietnam and East 
Germany sign a treaty of friendship 
and cooperation. 

December 17-22. President 
Souphanouvong of Laos makes 
an official visit to Kampuchea 
December 31. Kampuchea 
accuses Vietnam of "criminal 
activities" in supporting abortive 
coupes in Kampuchea in 1975/6. 

Vietnam launches a major 
offensive into the Parrot's Beak 
area of eastern Kampuchea. 
Vietnam's armed forces total 
61 5.000 regulars (all arms) and 
1 6 million paramilitary troops. 

Talks between the US and 
Vietnam, aimed at stabilizing 
their relationship, are resumed 
The number of refugees leaving 
Vietnam by sea in late 1 977 is 
estimated at 1.500 per month; 
about 7.000 Vietnamese have 
been admitted to Australia since 
1975. 
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1978 


January 8. Vietnam states that 
nearly 1.330.000 people have 
been resettled in "new economic 
zones" in 1976-77. 

January 9-12. Vietnam signs an 
agreement with Thailand on trade 
and economic and technical 
cooperation: similar agreements 
are. reached with Malaysia and the 
Philippines. 

January. Both Kampuchea and 
Thailand strengthen their border 
forces. 

January-February. Vietnamese 
troops establish themselves within 
Kampuchea's borders; Vietnam 
calls for a cease-fire and the 
establishment of a demilitarized 
zone along the border. 

March 3. Vietnam announces 
that 90 percent of those placed 
in re-education camps since 1975 
(a total variously estimated at 
between 40,000 and 400,000) 
have now been released. 

May. Radio Hanoi urges the 
Kampuchean people to overthrow 
the Pol Pot government. 

June 20. Vietnam agrees that 
Chinese ships may evacuate 
members of Vietnam's Chinese 
minority who wish to leave; the 
number is estimated at between 
30,000 and 300,000. China 
claims that more than 1 30,000 
Chinese have left Vietnam since 
the beginning of hostilities with 
Kampuchea. 

June. Refugees from Kampuchea 
increase as Pol Pot launches a 
purification campaign; at least 
100.000 people are reported to 
have died in earlier purges. Since 
1975. an estimated 2 million 
Kampucheans have died in purges, 
of disease and starvation, or as a 
result of forcible resettlement. 

Vietnam becomes a member of 
COMECON, the Soviet- 
dominated economic alliance. 
Encouraged by China, Kampuchea 
refuses a Vietnamese request for 
an immediate border cease-fire 
and settlement talks. 

June-July. The propaganda war 
between China and Vietnam 
escalates as China reportedly 
moves 1 5 divisions to the 
Vietnamese border and Vietnam 
deploys five divisions to face them. 
July. Vietnam launches a major 
offensive against Kampuchea; US 
sources estimate that up to 80,000 
Vietnamese troops are committed. 
September 1-5. Pham Van Dong 
accuses China of instigating 
Kampuchean aggression and 
subverting Vietnam's Chinese 
minority. 

Kampuchea accuses the USSR 
of supplying arms to Vietnam for 
the border conflict. 

September 17. Following the 
visit of the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees to Vietnam, Hanoi 
agrees to allow some of the 
1 50.000 Cambodian refugees 
received since 1 975 to leave for 
Western countries. 

September. Pham Van Dong 
begins a tour to seek support from 
the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN): 
Singapore, Malaysia. Thailand. 
Indonesia, and the Philippines. 
October. Kampuchean refugees 
are entering Thailand at the rate of 
200 per week; 1 50,000 have 
escaped to Vietnam since the 
beginning of hostilities. 

November 3. Vietnam and the 
USSR sign a mutual defense pact 
in Moscow; Vietnam accuses 
China of intensifying its military 
activities on the Sino-Vietnamese 


border. 

November 9. Ending a five-day 
visit to Thailand to win support 
for China's stand against Soviet 
expansion in Southeast Asia. 
Chinese Vice Premier Teng 
Hsiao-ping denounces the 
Vietnam-Soviet defense pact as a 
"military alliance". 

November 19. US intelligence 
reports that Vietnamese troops 
have wiped out a 3.000-strong 
Kampuchean defense force near 
Snoul. 

November 21 . Sir Robert 
Thompson, counter-insurgency 
expert and former Head of British 
Advisory Mission in Saigon, states 
that "The Vietnam War was lost on 
the television screens of the USA". 
November 22. Malaysia states 
that there are now 37,947 
Vietnamese refugees in the 
country illegally. 

November 29. The US announces 
that it will double the number of 
refugees admitted for resettlement 
and that an extra 21.875 refugees 
—75 per cent of them "boat 
people”—will be admitted by 
spring 1 979. Malaysia estimates its 
refugee population at 42,500 and 
expresses concern that local 
hostility will trigger racial 
violence. 

December 1 . The newly- 
appointed Soviet Ambassador to 
Thailand, Yuri Kuznetsov, accuses 
China of "interfering in the internal 
affairs of Vietnam” and fomenting 
war between Vietnam and 
Kampuchea, describing China as 
the foremost threat to peace and 
stability in Southeast Asia. 

Kuznetsov denies that the USSR- 
Vietnam treaty of 3 November is 
primarily a military pact; refuses to 
comment on alleged Soviet 
support for Kampuchean guerrillas 
opposing Pol Pot's rule; says he 
has "no information" on the 
estimated 20.000 to 40.000 
Vietnamese troops alleged to be 
stationed in Laos; and denies that 
the USSR intends to establish a 
military base at Cam Ranh Bay. 

US intelligence states that 
Vietnam has opened a new 
offensive against Kampuchea; the 
aim of which is to seize territory 
east of the Mekong River, 
proclaim it a "liberated zone” of 
Kampuchea, and use it as a base 
for a Kampuchean rebellion against 
the Phnom Penh regime. 
December 3. Vietnam announces 
the establishment of the 
"Kampuchea National United 
Front for National Salvation" 
(KNUFNS)—a guerrilla 
organization similar to the Viet 
Cong—to fight against the 
Phnom Penh regime. It is the first 
Communist insurgency ever to 
seek the overthrow of a 
Communist government. 

The Front is pledged to 
halt the excesses of the "agrarian 
revolution", notably forced 
resettlement, grant religious 
freedom; establish banks and issue 
currency; and pursue a peaceful 
and neutral foreign policy. 
December 4. US intelligence 
reports heavy Kampuchean 
casualties in large-scale frontier 
battles. 

Radio Hanoi claims that China 
is concentrating troops and heavy 
artillery ori the Vietnamese border. 
December 5. The President of the 
Front for National Salvation is 
variously identified by Western 
observers as So Phin, a former 
commissar of the Kampuchean 
Communist Party, or Heng Samrin. 
a former Kampuchean Army 
officer. 

December?. Kampuchea, still 


avoiding mention of the Front for 
National Salvation, alleges that the 
USSR and Vietnam are conspiring 
together to overthrow the Phnom 
Penh government. China 
denounces the Front as a 
Vietnamese tool to establish a 
"puppet regime" in Kampuchea, 
and warns that the effort will be 
expanded to include other 
Southeast Asian natioris. 

Western observers report that 
Vietnam is invading the "Parrot's 
Beak” and "Fish Hook” areas of 
Kampuchea in strength. The front 
is seen as a way for Vietnam to 
avoid international condemnation 
by portraying the war as a 
"legitimate" movement by 
indigenous dissidents rather than 
an act of aggression by a foreign 
power. 

DecemberlO. Claiming that 
40,000 Vietnamese troops have 
entered Kampuchea from Laos, 
Thailand places its army on the 
alert. 

December 11 . Vietnamese 
refugees reaching Australia claim 
that there has been a sharp 
increase in anti-Communist 
insurgency within Vietnam. 
December 12. Following a clash 
between a Vietnamese gunboat 
and a Chinese fishing vessel. 

Radio Hanoi claims that Chinese 
troops have made an incursion into 
Cao Bang province and that China 
is moving "thousands of 
reinforcements" to border areas. 

At a 40-nation conference to 
discuss the refugee problem, in 
Geneva, Vietnam denies that it is 
organizing the flight of refugees by 
sea and claims that China is 
inciting the exodus of ethnic- 
minority refugees from Vietnam. 
The conference estimates that 
some 320,000 refugees have now 
fled from Vietnam, Laos, and 
Kampuchea: about 1 50,000 are in 
camps in Thailand. 

December 15. Reports from 
Peking suggest that Pol Pot has 
been advised by the Chinese to 
leave Kampuchean capital. Phnom 
Penh, though this sprawling city is 
not under immediate threat, to 
wage a protracted guerrilla war 
from the countryside. 

December 25. The anticipated 
all-out dry-season offensive is 
launched by Vietnamese-led forces 
in Kampuchea. 

December 27. The master of a 
Panamanian freighter. Tung An, 
claiming to have saved about 
2,500 refugees from the South 
China Sea on December 1 0. 
reported to officials in Manila Bay 
that 200 other refugees had fallen 
struggling into the sea and 
drowned in the panic to board the 
freighter. London's The Daily 
Telegraph comments that 
(concerning the plight of the 
"boat people") ".. . there is a 
strange silence from the many 
humanitarian voices that a few 
years ago were crying out so 
loudly to end the war. and by 
doing so helped to create the new 
Communist prison State." 


1979 


January 1 . Kampuchean guerrillas 
claim in radio broadcasts to have 
overrun the Mekong River town of 
Kratie, "effectively placing the 
country's north-east region under 
rebel control". 

January 2. Kampuchean 
President Khieu Samphan 
broadcasts that Vietnamese troops 
are attacking along a 200-mile 
wide front 

Radio Hanoi admits there is 


fighting under way deep in 
Kampuchea, but claims that 
KNUFNS guerrillas are acting 
alone. 

January 3. Radio Phnom Penh 
broadcasts that the Kampuchean 
forces are abandoning classical 
warfare tactics for guerrilla 
operations. 

January 4. Radio Phnom Penh 
claims 1 4.100 Vietnamese forces 
killed or wounded and 64 Soviet- 
built tanks destroyed in the week 
since the "invasion" began. 
January 7. Radio Hanoi reports 
that the Kampuchean capital "has 
been successfully liberated". 

There are reports that Phnom 
Penh fell without conflict in the 
city itself, suggesting that 
Kampuchean Government leaders 
have escaped 

In Peking (he Chinese 
Communist party newspaper, 
People^s Daily, reports that 
Chairman Teng Hsiao-ping has 
pledged firm support for 
Kampuchea at a banquet for 
Prince Norodom Sihanouk, former 
Kampuchean head of state. 

In Washington there are reports 
that US reconnaissance satellites 
have revealed a huge build-up 
of Chinese forces on Vietnam's 
northern border. There is no 
apparent strengthening of Soviet 
forces along the Sino-Soviet 
frontier. 

January 9. Vietnam is the first 
country to recognise a provisional 
revolutionary People's Council set 
up in Phnom Penh on January 8. 
Recognition by Laos follows 
immediately. KNUFNS claims 
control of ail 19 Kampuchean 
provinces, but heavy fighting is 
reported still in south-western and 
western regions. 

January 11 . leng Sary, former 
Kampuchean deputy premier, flies 
into Hong Kong after Thai 
government apparently airlifted 
him from the border town of Pol 
Pet in an unmarked helicopter. 

Radio Hanoi announces that, 
under the new Phnom Penh 
regime Kampuchea would now be 
officially known as the People's 
Republic of Kampuchea, and 
assures non-Communist Southeast 
Asian nations that Vietnam's 
policies towards her neighbors 
would not be affected by recent 
conflict in Kampuchea. 

January 15. A UN Security 
Council resolution presented by 
seven non-aligned states and 
supported by 1 3 other members, 
calling for a ceasefire in Kampuchea 
and the withdrawal of all foreign 
troops, was vetoed by the Soviet 
Union, whose ambassador. 

Mr Troyanovsky, persists in 
supporting Vietnamese claims 
that no Vietnamese troops have 
taken part in the overthrow of the 
Phnom Penh regime. 

January 16. Thai Navy sources 
report a naval battle in the Gulf of 
Thailand between Vietnamese-led 
forces and units loyal to Pol Pot. 

At least 22 boats were thought to 
be involved in fierce fighting, part 
of a naval, air and amphibious 
operation by Vietnam/KNUFNS 
forces to seal off Kampuchea's 
only stretch of coastline and to 
take control of Koh Kong island. 
January 29. Radio Hanoi says 
that some 200 Chinese troops have 
raided the northern frontier 
province of Lang Son. 

Khmer Rouge guerrillas claim to 
have isolated the Vietnamese 
garrison in Phnom Penh and say 
that ten other Kampuchean 
cities are threatened. 

February 6. Heng Samrin. 
President of the Kampuchean 
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Revolutionary Council, calls on all 
citizens to oppose the Khmer 
Rouge, who claim 736 Vietnamese 
killed and 1 8 tanks destroyed 
between 26 January-2 February. 

It is believed that Chinese 
supplies are reaching anti¬ 
government forces by way of 
Thailand. 

February 9. The US State 
Department expresses "serious 
concern" at the Chinese buildup 
on the border with Vietnam, and 
similar concern at Vietnamese 
activity in Kampuchea. 

February 15. Vietnam says that 
China is "feverishly preparing for 
war". Western analysts believe that 
China now has 1 9 divisions (1 50 
to 160,000 men) and several 
hundred military aircraft within 40 
miles (64km) of the Vietnamese 
border. 

February 16. Vietnamese Premier 
Pham Van Dong arrives in Phnom 
Penh for talks with Kampuchean 
leaders. 

Western analysts estimate that 
Vietnam has 100.000 militia, with 
artillery and air support, near the 
Chinese border, and that up to 1 8 
divisions are now committed in 
Kampuchea. 

February 17. Some eight Chinese 
divisions attack 26 border crossing 
points and invade Vietnam. 
Claiming that in the past six 
months Vietnam, "emboldened by 
the support of the Soviet Union", 
has made more than 700 armed 
provocations against China, killing 
more than 300 Chinese, the official 
Chinese news agency says that. ^ 
"driven beyond forbearance, 
Chinese frontier troops have been 
forced to rise in counter-attack". 

It is emphasized that China has no 
territorial ambitions and is ready 
to begin negotiations to "ensure 
peace and tranquillity" at any time. 
The US calls for a Chinese 
withdrawal from Vietnam and a 
Vietnarrlese withdrawal from 
Kampuchea. 

Western governments fear a 
confrontation between China and 
the Soviet Union if the Soviet- 
Vietnamese Friendship Treaty of 
November 1978 is invoked. 
February 18. The provincial 
capital of Mon Cai falls to the 
Chinese. 

In Phnom Penh, Vietnam and 
Kampuchea sign a treaty of peace, 
friendship, and cooperation. 
February 19. Hanoi claims that 
the Chinese advance has been 
checked after maximum 
penetration of 3 miles (4.8km); 46 
Chinese tanks have been 
destroyed and "hundreds" of 
troops killed 

US intelligence suggests that 
China intends only a "short, 
punishing" invasion. 

The Soviet Union, estimated to 
have at least 44 divisions on its 
borders with China, denounces 
China's "brazen aggression” and 
"attempts to plunge the world 
into war". 

February 20. Official Chinese 
sources state that a field army of 
30,000 troops—out of 210,000 
massed on the border—has 
penetrated more than 6 miles 
(9.6km) into Vietnam, Inflicting 
10,000 casualties. China appears 
to have halted the advance in 
order to limit its "punitive action", 
but denies that withdrawal is 
imminent. 

Vietnam says that China has 
taken territory in five border 
provinces and has occupied the 
provincial capital of Lao Cai 
Chinese troops have been given "a 
bloody nose", losing 5,000 men 
and 80 tanks. The ASEAN nations 


condemn both Chinese aggression 
and Vietnam's commitment in 
Kampuchea. 

Khmer Rouge guerrillas claim to 
have killed or wounded 1,500 
Vietnamese troops in one-week 
and to have forced a Vietnamese 
withdrawal from key areas of 
northwest Kampuchea. 

February 21 . In heavy fighting on 
a 450-mile (720km) front, 

Chinese jets are reported to be 
striking at Vietnamese missile sites 
well ahead of the main advance. 

Japan's Defense Agency reports 
that a 1 6,000-ton Soviet cruiser, 
escorted by a missile destroyer, is 
entering the East China Sea. 
February 22. It is estimated that 
90,000 Chinese in Vietnam are 
facing some 100,000 Vietnamese 
militia. Vietnamese regulars are 
moving up to Lang Son from the 
Hanoi area. It is thought that the 
initial failure to engage Vietnamese 
regulars and the relatively heavy 
casualties inflicted by the militia 
have caused the Chinese to 
prolong the invasion. Vietnam now 
claims that Chinese casualties total 
1 2,500 killed or wounded. 138 
tanks, and 26 other military 
vehicles. 

Yuri Andropov, head of the 
KGB and a senior Politburo 
member, warns China to withdraw 
"before It is too late". 

The US states that Soviet troop 
movement into Vietnam would be 
viewed with "considerable 
disfavor and concern” 

February 27. Chinese Vice- 
Premier Teng Hsiao-ping states 
that 75 to 85,000 Chinese troops 
have entered Vietnam. They are 
reported to have made spectacular 
advances of up to 50 miles 
(80km) into Vietnam, but a 
Chinese spokesman says that no 
attacks on Hanoi or Haiphong are 
intended Radio Hanoi puts 
maximum penetration at 25 miles 
(40km) and claims that China has 
lost 80,000 men. 

The Soviet naval buildup in the 
East China Sea continues. 

The aircraft carrier USS 
Constellation has entered the 
South China Sea. 

February 28. It is reported that 
Soviet Cosmos satellites and a US 
Big Bird satellite are monitoring 
the Sino-Vietnamese conflict, and 
there are unconfirmed reports that 
Soviet satellites with infra-red 
equipment are directing 
Vietnamese artillery. The 
Japanese Defense Agency has 
tracked Soviet electronic 
reconnaissance aircraft engaged in 
photographing Chinese positions. 
March 2. Total Vietnamese losses 
in the border fighting are estimated 
at 26,800 killed, wounded, or 
missing. 

March 4. Some 220,000 Chinese 
troops, commanded by Hsu Shih- 
yu, have entered Vietnam since 17 
February, penetrating to a 
maximum of about 25 miles . 
(40km) on the Cao Bang front. 
Vietnam, claiming to have 
mobilized 1.500,000 militia, is 
reported to be moving up three 
main force divisions— one 
withdrawn from Kampuchea — for 
a major offensive. China specifies 
"disputed areas" on the border, 
raising speculation that it intends 
to make claims on Vietnamese 
territory. 

Some 200 Kampuchean and 
Vietnamese troops attack two 
villages across the Thai frontier, 
withdrawing when Thai armor is 
brought up. 

March 5. China, having "dealt 
devastating blows", officially 
announces its withdrawal from 


Vietnam and again calls for talks 
"to settle the boundary and 
territorial disputes". Hanoi refuses 
to talk while Chinese troops 
remain in Vietnam and continues 
preparations for large-scale 
operations. 

General Krianksak Chomanan, 
Premier of Thailand, announces 
that the country's armed forces 
have been placed on alert 
following Kampuchean- 
Vietnamese incursions. Kampuchea 
announces that, following the fall 
of Poipet, all Khmer Rouge have 
been driven from the country. 
March 6. China claims that its 
"important victory" over the 
"Asian Cuba" has "deflated the 
aggressive arrogance of the 
Vietnamese authorities . .. and 
dealt a telling blow to the Soviet 
Union's scheme for aggression and 
expansion in Southeast Asia". 
March 7. Vietnam confirms that 
China is withdrawing, accusing the 
invaders of "barbarous criminal 
acts" and promising "punishment". 
Laos claims that China has massed 
several divisions on its border. 
March 12. Hanoi claims that 
Chinese troops have moved 
border markers to new positions 
deep in Vietnamese territory. 

Western analysts estimate .that 
China assembled some 20 
divisions for the invasion, using 
fewer than 1 5. They deployed 
three artillery divisions: long- 
range artillery duels constituted a 
major part of the conflict. Neither 
side made significant use of air 
power. It is believed that pro- 
Chinese insurgents in Laos will 
soon step up attacks on the 
40,000-strong Vietnamese army of 
occupation. 

March 19. Khmer Rouge forces 
claim to have recaptured Kompong 
Speu. 

March 21 . Vietnam proposes to 
begin peace talks on 29 March, 
provided all Chinese troops are 
withdrawn. 

March 22. Vietnam claims that 
Chinese troops still occupy 1 3 
border enclaves. 

A major point of issue in the 
forthcoming negotiations will be 
China's claim to the Paracel and 
Spratly islands. South China Sea 
March 25. General William 
Westmoreland, former Commander, 
US Military Assistance Command, 
Vietnam, predicts that a protracted 
civil war in Kampuchea will 
extend into Vietnam, where nearly 
one million ethnic Kampucheans 
in the Mekong Delta region are in a 
state of unrest 

March 29. Vietnam announces 
that Soviet warships have been 
granted the use of Cam Ranh Bay 
facilities. 

March. Since China's withdrawal, 
Vietnam has moved some 10 
regular divisions north from 
Kampuchea and southern Vietnam. 

Western analysts believe that 
the raising of several new divisions 
and the construction of 
sophisticated defense works near 
the northern border has been made 
possible by increased deliveries of 
Soviet arms. It is believed that 
Pathet Lao units have entered 
northern Kampuchea to operate 
against Chinese-backed guerillas 
supporting Pol Pot. 

April 2. There are now some 
5 I 0 OO Vietnamese refugees in 
temporary camps in Malaysia. 

April 8. The Khmer Rouge claim 
to have recaptured Poipet. 

April 10. It is estimated that China 
holds some 2,000 Vietnamese 
PoWs, and that fewer than 1,000 
Chinese PoWs are held in Hanoi at 
the "Peking Hotel" prison. 


April 15. US sources claim that 
Soviet military aircraft are based at 
Da Nang, Vietnam. 

April 18. Peace talks between 
China and Vietnam begin in Hanoi. 

Vietnam asks for a demilitarized 
zone, extending some 2—3 miles 
into each country from the 
previously-recognized border and 
controlled by a joint Sino- 
Vietnamese commission. 

Vietnam claims that China still 
occupies more than 10 enclaves 
(totalling some 23 square miles, 60 
sq km) inside Vietnam; China 
claims that Vietnam continues to 
make cross-border raids. 

Vice-President Pen Sovan of 
Kampuchea states that the Pol Pot 
regime killed close on 3,000,000 
people. Pol Pot himself is now 
said to be in Thailand. 

April 25. Some 50-80,000 Khmer 
Rouge and civilians re-enter 
Kampuchea after trekking through 
Thailand to escape encirclement 
during a Vietnamese offensive. 
Teng Hsiao-ping charges that 
Cuban as well as Soviet troops are 
serving as advisers In 
Kampuchea. 

April 27. UN Secretary-General 
Kurt Waldheim, who has offered to 
mediate in Sino-Vietnamese talks, 
is told by Vietnam that Cam Ranh 
Bay will not become a Soviet base. 
April 30. China denies Laotian 
charges of border Infringements. 
April. In Peking, Norodom 
Sihanouk claims that China plans 
to back a 2,000-strong, right-wing 
guerrilla group—the Khmer Sere! 

— to fight in Kampuchea. 

May 2. Kurt Waldheim is told by 
Teng Hsiao-ping that Vietnam will 
receive "a second lesson" If 
"border provocations" continue. 
May 8. Japanese intelligence 
estimates that China lost 10,000 
men killed in the border conflict, 
many in "human wave" attacks. 
May 13. Refugee administrators 
estimate that 4,000 Vietnamese 
"boat people" are landing in 
Malaysia every week: since the 
border war, some 50 per cent are 
ethnic Vietnamese. 

May 14. Vietnam charges that 
Thai air and ground forces made 
16 Incursions into Kampuchea 
between 27 April and 1 May. 

May. China admits to 20,000 
casualties in the border war. It is 
believed that Vietnam now has 
more than 140,000 troops in the 
northern border area. 

June 15. Dr Mahathir Mohamad. 
Malaysia's Deputy Prime Minister, 
is reported to have said that as a 
deterrent to prevent more 
Vietnamese refugees flocking to 
his country's shores, "one solution 
would be to shoot them on sight". 
Prime Minister Datuk Hussein 
later wryly denied this was 
stated, saying the phrase was 
"shooing" away the refugees. 

June 16. Thailand begins expelling 
40,000 Khmer Rouge refugees 
back into Kampuchea; many are 
said to be hard-core Pol Pot 
followers; many are still armed. 
Previously, 40,000 Kampucheans, 
some ethnic Chinese, had been 
expelled Almost 1 60,000 
Vietnamese refugees are in 14 
UN-supported camps in Thailand. 
June 19. Sir Murray Maclehouse, 
Governor of Hong Kong, said over 
54,000 Vietnamese refugees had 
reached Hongkong, and there were 
170,000 to 200,000 at sea: he 
estimated that at least 1 50,000 
would have arrived by the end 
of 1 979 but that though "a million 
may set out ... nobody knows how 
many reach land A loss rate of 
50 per cent would not be out of 
the way." 
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Weapons and 
warfare techniques 
used in Vietnam 

by Major David Miller 


T here are many who would claim that the Vietnamese wars suffered from a surfeit 
of technology and that the French and United States campaigns would have been 
more effective if they had not tried to use advanced technology as a substitute for 
deficiencies in manpower and tactical ability. It can also be argued that—especially 
in the case of the United States—because the technological resources existed, it was 
virtually impossible not to use them. In the British campaign in Malaya, for example, 
helicopters were both new and in short supply, so that they were used sparingly and 
seldom had any effect on either strategy or tactics. For the United States, however, 
helicopters existed in vast numbers and tactics—possibly even strategy in the years 
1965 to 68—tended to revolve round optimising the use of the helicopter, rather than 
using the helicopter as a mere tactical tool. 

It also was true that the United States response to a tactical problem was sometimes so 
devastating that it was actually counter-productive. The Viet Cong, for example, 
would deliberately cause an incident in a village, which would then be bombed or 
shelled by the Americans without anyone actually coming to the scene at all. The 
inevitable damage, casualties and deaths would simply serve to alienate the popula¬ 
tion yet further. 

Despite all this, however, the Vietnam War acted as a great technological proving 
ground, where the United States and the Soviet Union tested their latest weaponry 
and techniques on each other. In general terms, and taking aviation as an example, 
post-war military equipment has passed through a number of overlapping phases: 

1945-1955 World War II equipment remained in use, e.g. piston-engined fighters 
and bombers, and the very early straight-winged turbojet fighters. 

1950-1960 The first '"generation” of post-war equipment entered service: swept- 
wing turbojet fighters and bombers, with the most advanced being capable of 
Mach 1 in level flight. 

1960-1970 The second "generation”, with fighter aircraft capable of Mach 2 
and all equipped with advanced electronics. 

The first post-war generation of equipment had its testing ground in Korea, and it was 
the last of that generation and virtually the whole of the second generation which 
was tested in Indochina. Many lessons were learned in the sustained combat en¬ 
vironment of Vietnam which simply did not emerge from the shorter conflicts such 
as those in the Middle East. The value of an integrated missile and gun air defense 
system caused surprise to those pundits who saw missiles as being the complete 
answer, while the ability of a civil population to withstand very heavy aerial bombard¬ 
ment was once again demonstrated. 

This technology section is, therefore, presented in the full realization that the Indo¬ 
china war demonstrated on occasions the grave limitations in the ability of tech¬ 
nology to affect the political overtone of a war. Nevertheless, the impact of the 
Indochina experience on many aspects of modern weapons technology will be felt for 
many years to come. This section highlights the more significant weapons and 
techniques in the more important fields. 
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Geographical factors of the Vietnam War 





The topography and climate of the different areas of South Vietnam 
profoundly influenced the nature of the fighting during two wars in the 
country. The climate is predominantly hot, humid, and tropical, 
depending largely on the monsoon. The wet seasons occur in the winter 
months to the north of the mountain area and in the summer months in 
the piedmont and Mekong Delta to the south. Annual rainfall is very 
heavy: 80 inches (203cm) in the Mekong Delta; 40 inches (101cm) on the 
central coast; 102 inches (260cm) in the northern coastal plain (of which 
65 inches, 165cm, fall in September-November). During the monsoon 
visibility is poor, cross-country movement is more difficult than usual, 
and flying conditions are bad. Health hazards—particularly for non- 
Asian troops—increase and quartermaster problems of resupply and 
storage multiply. The North Vietnamese Army and Viet Cong generally 
tended to reduce their activity levels during the monsoon period. 


Republic of 
South Vietnam 

In July 1954, the Geneva 
Agreements partitioned 
Vietnam along the line of 
the 17th Parallel, which 
became a Demilitarized Zone 
(DMZ). The Communist 
Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam occupied the North; 
the non-Communist Republic 
of Vietnam lay to the South. 
South Vietnam in 1973 
Area: 67.293 square miles 
(174.289 sq km) 

Population (estimated): 
19.582.100 

Capital: Saigon (3,805.900) 
Language: Vietnamese 
Religions: Pagan, Buddhist, 
Confucian. Christian 
Monetary unit: Piastre 

On 16 September 1974 the 
free exchange rate was: 

US $1 = 650 piastres 

£1 = 1.530 piastres 

Gross Domestic Product in 
1972: 

1.127,000,000.000 

piastres 


Mekong Delta 

This comprises a very flat, 
low-lying area of extensive 
rice paddies and swamps, cut 
by rivers of various widths, 
streams, and canals. In most 
areas it is impassable for 
vehicles and hard going on 
foot: wet paddies, deep 
ditches, steep-sided, booby- 
trapped dikes, and searing 
heat made life more than 
usually difficult for the 
infantryman. The Delta was 
the scene of "riverine 
operations", in which shallow- 
draft gunboats, floating 
artillery, and hovercraft 
assisted the infantry against 
the Viet Cong guerrillas. 


South Vietnamese Marines on 
a sweep m the Mekong Delta 


Piedmont 


The piedmont is an area of 
gently rolling hills and 
broad plains. The area 
includes War Zones C and D 
in its central region—notorious 
sanctuaries for Communist 
troops and the scene of many 
large-scale "search and 
destroy" operations. It also 
borders on the main North 
Vietnamese Army and Viet 
Cong supply depots in 
Cambodia. This type of terrain 
is well-suited to armored 
warfare—unlike the greater 
part of Vietnam—and was 
thus the scene of many "main 
force" engagements. 


Sihanouk Trail 


This Communist supply 
route through Cambodia 
ran from the coast to the 
Ho Chi Minh Trail. 


China 
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<4 Boemg-Veno! CH-47 
Chinook helicopter delivers 
supplies to men of the US 1st 
Cavalry Division (Airmobile) as 
they establish a strongpoint in 
the Plateaux Montagnards. 


Mountain Plateau 

The Plateaux Montagnards 
extends over much of west- 
central South Vietnam to the 
Cambodian border. It is rolling 
country with a mixture of 
dense forest and wide, open 
plains, with scattered tea 
plantations. Malaria is endemic 
here and the population is 
sparse. 
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Central Highlands 

The Annamite Chain has an 
average width of some 93 
miles (150km) and frequently 
exceeds 5,000ft (1500m) in 
height. The mountains are 
extremely rugged and heavily 
forested and constitute an 
effective divide between the 
coast and the middle Mekong 
valley in southern Laos and 
eastern Cambodia. The 
highlands frequently reach to 
within a few miles of the 
coast—some spurs reach the 
sea—and the continuity of the 
coastal plain between 1 T and 
18® N is thus interrupted. 


Ho Chi Minh Trail 

The clandestine supply route 
from North Vietnam, running 
through eastern Laos. 
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French paratroopers 
land on a sandy beach. 


Province boundary 
Military corps boundary 
International boundary 


South Vietnamese Military Zones 


North Vietnamese Military Zones 


Coastal Plain 

The narrow coastal plains of 
South Vietnam are 
characterized by sandy 
beaches, wide, flat river 
valleys, extensive marshland, 
and rice fields. These areas are 
centers of population, 
agriculture, and commerce and 
were thus the main US 
headquarter and logistics areas 
and as such were prime targets 
for the Viet Cong and the 
North Vietnamese Army. 
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comfortably in the prone 
firing position. The 
Australians were heirs to 
two generations of jungle 
warfare, and this 
experience is shown by 
his extra waterbottles, 
the value of which 
more than offsetting 
the extra weight 
involved. 


e fightiiig men 


The anti-Commuxust forces in Vietnam included the South Vietnamese (Army of the 
Republic of Vietnam, ARVN), French, American and Australian. The ARVN were often 
compared unfavorably with the North Vietnamese Army and Viet Cong, but the ARVN 
fought well when led well. The French fought in Indochina from 1946 to 1954, losing 94,581 
killed and missing, with 78,127 wounded. The US infantrymen bore the brunt of the 
Second Vietnam War effort; there were more than 500,000 US troops in 
Southeast Asia in 1968-69. Between 1964 and 1973 45,790 had been killed, 
making the war increasingly unpopular in the United States. The 
Australians had 7,672 men committed in 1969. 


The American 


This private in the US 
Marine Corps during the 
battle for Hue, February 
1968, wears standard 
olive^drab combat dre 
and a flak jacket. The 
bayonet on his 
M16A1 5.56mm 
rifle is fixed for 
house-to-house 
fighting, and slung 
around his body is a 
belt of 7.62mm 
ammunition for his 
squad's M60 light 
machine gun. His 
pack contains spare 
clothing and 
equipment. 


The Australian 

This Australian 
infantryman carries his 
squad's 7.62mm light 
machine gun and two 
spare ammunition belts. 
The weight of his web 
equipment is taken 
by the belt; the 
front of his body 
is clear so that 
he can lie 
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The Communist forces included 
the Viet Cong, which was the 
indigenous national liberation 
movement of South Vietnam, and 
the North Vietnamese Army, of 
which it was nominally 
independent. There were regular 
VC units of up to regimental 
strength and many small, part- 
time units in villages under 
Communist control. The North 
Vietnamese Army at first 
supplemented and then took 
over from the VC. The 
Communist victory in 1975 was 
the result of a conventional 
invasion by North Vietnamese 
armor and infantry. 




This corporal of a line regiment from 
Metropolitan France (above) carries the 
compact reliable 9mm MAT-49 sub¬ 
machine gun. He wears a jungle-green 
uniform and canvas and rubber jungle boots 
like those worn by the British in Malaya. His 
pack is the French canvas and leather 
pattern; his web equipment and steel 
helmet are of American manufacture. 

The South Vietnamese soldier 

This soldier of the Army of the Republic of 
Vietnam (left) is equipped with US weapon, 
uniform, webbing, and radio pack. He 
carries the M16A1 Armalite rifle, which the 
small-statured Vietnamese found ideally 
suited to their needs. While his allies came, 
fought and left, the ARVN soldier had to 
live with his successes and failures. When 
well led he was fully the equal of his 
enemies: during the Communists' Tet 
offensive of 1968, for example, despite 
being caught badly off-balance the men of 
the ARVN stood firm and defeated the 
Viet Cong. 



The French soldier 



The Viet Cong soldier 

This Viet Cong soldier (below) wears 
the "black pajamas", which have 
come to characterize the guerrilla 
fighter, and a soft kahaki hat and web 
equipment produced in jungle 
workshops. His light, open sandals 
are probably cut from an old truck 
tire. He carries a Soviet 
Kalashnikov AK-47 rifle. 


The North 
Vietnamese soldier 

This soldier of the North 
Vietnamese Army wears 
a green uniform and a 
cool, practical helmet 
resembling the pith 
helmet of earlier 
European colonizers. 

The basic personal 
weapon of the NVA 
was the AK-47, but 
this man carries a 
Soviet-supplied RPG-7 
anti-tank missile 
launcher. His food-tube 
contains sufficient dry 
rations and rice to 
last seven days. 


The “People’s Porter” 

This Communist porter (above) can carry 
some 551b (25kg) on his back for an 
average 15 miles (24km) per day in flat 
country or 9 miles (14.5km) in hills. With 
the modified bicycle seen here the payload 
is some 1501b (68kg). The barnbo:>s 
attacheo’ to handlebar and seat column 
enable him to control his machine even on 
rough going. 
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The booby trap is a daunting weapon and the Viet Cong 
became great experts in its use. The most complex 
component was usually a grenade or a mine, and 
the only real skill lay in disguising the release 
mechanism. Most booby traps resulted in an 
explosion close to the victim, causing severe 
local destruction of flesh and tissue and forcing 
large amounts of dirt and debris into the 
wound, which led to massive contamination. 

Booby trap injuries almost always 
necessitated a casualty evacuation 
operation and led to the unit concerned 
moving more slowly and cautiously 
in case there were more traps 
around. These illustrations show a 
representative sample from 
among the many ingenious 
devices used during the two 
wars in Vietnam. 


Viet Cong booby traps 




Spiked b^l 

Far right: Sometim 
encountered was th 
almost medieval 
device, consisting of a 
heavy mud ball spiked 
punji stakes and attached 
to a tree by an innocuous- 
seeming jungle vine. When 
released by the trip-wire, the ball 
would swing hard across the track. 


Tin-can 
grenades 

Below right: 
Grenades were 
often used in 
booby traps; 
one of the 
simplest 
release 

mechanisms is 
shown here. The 
grenades have 
been placed in 
appropriately 
sized tin cans 
with the safety- 
pins removed. A 
pull on the wire 
extracts the 
grenade, which 
then primes itself 
and explodes. 
Placing a grenade 
at both ends of 
the wire greatly 
increases the 
chances of the 
trap being 
effective. 
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Punji stake traps 

Left; Members of a Viet 
Cong unit shown laying 
a series of punji traps. 
Used for centuries to 
trap wild game, the 
punji trap was used by 
the Viet Cong to wound 
and harass even bigger 
game—man. 

The punji was a 
sharpened spike; 
sometimes steel nails 
driven through a block 
of wood were used, but 
lengths of sharpened 
bamboo (either raw or 
hardened in a fire) were 
almost equally effective. 
In Its simplest form the 
punji trap comprised a 
shallow pit with punji 


stakes embedded 
upright in the floor 
(bottom). The length and 
width of the pit was 
kept to a reasonable 
size so that it could be 
covered with twigs and 
foliage and take on an 
innocent appearance. 

The depth was sufficient 
for the victim's foot to 


descend with enough 
force for the stakes to 
pierce the sole of his 
boot. A more 
sophisticated version 
(below) was slightly 
larger and included 
stakes in the walls facing 
downwards, making 
extraction of the foot 
much more difficult. 


Grenade in stream 

US and ARVN patrols 
frequently traversed 
streams, minor rivers, 
and swamps, especially 
in the Mekong Delta 
region—so the more 
obvious crossing points 
were often booby 
trapped. Here, a grenade 
is shown pegged firmly 
to one bank of a stream 
with a trip-wire running 
from its safety-pin to 
the other bank. 


Bow and arrow 

Right: This device was 
used by aboriginal tribes 
In the highlands to kill 
animals, but was 
adapted by the Viet 
Cong for use in the war. 
It consisted of a 
concealed pit containing 
a bow, with its ends 
embedded in the sides. 
An arrow was held 
under tension in the bow 
and a simple release 
mechanism was 
activated by a trip-wire 
running across the track., 


'Causes of casualties among US Army 
personnel, January 1965 - June 1970 

The table shows the effectiveness of the booby 
traps against soldiers of the US Army alone; it 
may be assumed that similar figures apply to 
other Free World forces and to the ARVN. 
Eleven per cent of combat deaths in the US 
Army amounts to some 4,000 men during the 
6|-year period: thus, the simple and cheap 
booby-trap proved to be a most cost-effective 
weapon. 


Hidden mines 

Right; In addition to the 
punji stakes and 
grenades, many mines 
were used. A favorite 
spot for a mine was 
around a fallen tree or 
log lying across a 
track. 


Causes 

Deaths 

Wounds 

Small arms 

51% 

16% 

Fragments (mainly from 



shells and grenades) 

36% 

65% 

Booby traps, mines | 

11% 

15% 

Punji stakes 

— 

i 

2% 

Other causes 

2% 1 

2% 

j_ 







































































































































































Weapons of the Communist forces 





Against the billion-dollar arsenals of the United States and 
South Vietnam, with the most sophisticated military equipment 
in the world, the Communist armies in Vietnam deployed a 
miscellaneous collection of weapons, some from Communist 
nations, although even the major suppliers, China and the 
USSR, refrained from sending their latest and best equipment; 
some captured from Free World forces; and some 
manufactured in-country in workshops widely dispersed 
escape the effects of US bombing. 


130mm M-46 field gun 

The Soviet-designed 130mm M-46 field gun 
fires a 73.6lb (33.4kg) HE projectile to 
33,900 yards (31.000m). The M-46 was 
normally used by the NVA against US Fire 
Support Bases; it outranged the US 
Ml02 105mm howitzer considerably, 
allowing NVA gunners to operate almost with 
Impunity. 


Type 56-1 assault rifle 

The Chinese 7.62mm Type 56-1 
assault rifle (above) is a copy of the 
Soviet AK-47; by 1968 most NVA and 
VC main force units were equipped 
with this reliable weapon. 


Type 56 assault rifle 

A single sniper equipped with this weapon 
could hold a well-sited position against an 
entire company. 




(320mm) armor plate at normal 
range. It is fairly accurate in still 
air, but less so in any degree of 
wind. 


Soviet T-55 tank 

The NVA first used the Soviet-supplied T-55 
main battle tank in the attack on An Loc in 
1972. The 35.9-ton tank mounts a 100mm 
D-10T gun and two 7.62mm PKT machine 
guns. It has a range of 310 miles (500km) at a 
maximum speed of 30mph (48km/h), with a 
4-man crew. The NVA initially handled its 
T-55s most ineptly, but learned very quickly 
from its mistakes. 


RPG-7 portable rocket launcher 


The Soviet RPG-7 replaced the 
RPG-2 in service with the VC and 
NVA; small, light, and with a big 
"punch", it was an ideal weapon 
for them. The PG-7 grenade is 


’ percussion fired; when it has 
I traveled 10.9 yards (10m) the 
rocket motor fires, propelling the 
) missile out to 328 yards (500m). 
The warhead can penetrate 12in 




7.62min K-50M SMG 

The Type 50 sub-machine gun is a Chinese 
copy of the Soviet PPSh-41; many were 
supplied to the NVA and VC and the VC 
produced their own version—the K-50M, seen 
above—in jungle workshops. The solid butt of 
the original weapon is replaced by a French- 
style sliding wire butt-stock; the barrel jacket is 
shortened; the muzzle-brake is omitted; a 
pistol-grip is added; and the foresight is 
placed on the barrel. The SMG weighs 8.81b 
(4.09kg) and has a 35-round magazine. 
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81mm mortar 

This 81mm mortar manufactured in North 
Vietnam is a copy of the US 81 mm Ml mortar. 
The mortar was a popular weapon with the 
NVA and VC because it could be broken down 
to three one-man loads. 


Captured US M16 rifles 

Despite prolific supplies from the countries of 
the Communist block, and their own limited 
production facilities, the NVA and VC were 


always short of weapons. These female Viet 
Cong members (right) carry captured US Ml 6 
rifles from the scene of an engagement. 



7.62 MAT-49 Mod SMG 

The Communists captured many 9mm 
MAT-49 sub-machine guns from the 
French. These were converted to take 
the Soviet 7.62 x 25 pistol cartridge 
by fitting a longer 7.62mm barrel (right). 


75mm recoilless rifle 

Recoilless rifles were popular 
with the NVA and VC because 
they combined firepower with 
light weight. The Chinese 
75mm Recoilless Rifle, Type 52 
(above) was a direct copy of the obsolete 
US M20, but its performance—firing an 
HE shell to a maximum range of 7,300 yards 
(6675m) or a HEAT shell to an effective 
range of 875 yards (800m)—was quite 
adequate for the needs of the Viet Cong. 


PT-76 amphibious tank 

The USSR supplied the NVA with the PT-76 
amphibious tank in 1967. The AFV made its 
first appearance at the time of the Tet 
offensive of 1968, when it was used to 
overrun the US Special Forces camp at 
Lang Vei, near Khe Sanh, on 7 February. 

The 13.78-ton tank mounts a 76mm D-56T 
gun and a 7.62mm SGMT machine gun. It 
has a range of 1 55 miles (250km) at a 
maximum 27mph (44km/h) on land and 
62.5 miles (100km) at a maximum 6.25mph 
(lOkm/h) on water. It has a crew of three 
and armor of 11 to 14mm. 
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Surveillance of the 
Communists 

The darkness of night was one of the greatest 
tactical allies of the North Vietnamese Army and 
Viet Cong; there was at one stage a popular saying: 
“The night belongs to Charlie”. The Communists 
invariably conducted approach marches, laid 
ambushes and moved supplies at night, and the 
United States and other Free World forces devoted 
great efforts to overcoming this, employing 
sophisticated surveillance devices including those 
shown here. 


sensors to the Infiltration 
Surveillance Center (F) 

E. A Lockheed EC-121 R worked 
in conjunction with the QU-22, 
relaying information. 

F. The Infiltration Surveillance 
Center, far from the operational 
area, received relayed sensor 
transmissions and processed them 
through an IBM 360-65 computer, 
producing target information for 
air strikes. 

G. Photographic reconnaissance 
supplemented the sensor effort. 
Typically a RF-4C Phantom 
would be used, with three 
systems: side-looking radar; infra¬ 
red detectors; and forward- and 
side-looking cameras. 


H. The Teledyne-Ryan Model 
147SC (USAF designation: 
AQM-34L) Remotely Piloted 
Vehicle (RPV) carried a 2,000- 
exposure camera and a TV system 
which transmitted real-time 
reconnaissance pictures to an 
airborne receiving station (J) at 
ranges up to 150 miles (240km). 
Photographic runs over the target 
were made at 1,500ft (450m); the 
RPV climbed to above 50,000ft 
(15,250m) for the flight home. 
Control was by pre-programmed 
on-board navigational system or 
by remote control from an 
airborne or ground control 
station. 



! 


Remote surveillance of the Ho Chi Minh Trail 


Battlefield surveillance 


The Communists moved men and 
supplies down the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail (below) to operational areas 
in the South. The intelligence 
necessary to interdict this traffic by 
air attack was largely gathered by 
the Americans using remote means 
under the "Igloo White" program, 
which cost some $1.7 billion over 
the years 1966-71. 

A. Principal means of remote 
surveillance used was the Air 
Delivered Seismic Intruder Device 
(ADSID, bottom right), dropped 
in planned patterns by F-4 
Phantoms (A) using radar 
navigation techniques. The 
ADSID—36in (91.4cm) long and 
6in (15.24cm) in diameter—fell 
freely and buried itself, leaving 
visible only a 4ft (120cm) 


antenna that blended into jungle 
foliage. It transmitted seismic 
intelligence automatically, with a 
battery life of 30-45 days. 

B. A linear pattern of ADSIDs 
could be laid to detect vehicle 
movement. 

C. A square pattern of ADSIDs 
could be laid to monitor 
movement in a vehicle park and 
storage area. 

D. ADSIDs transmitted 
automatically to specially- 
modified aircraft like the Beech 
Model A36 Bonanza (QU-22A/B 
in USAF service). The QU-22B, 
designed to be pilotless, in fact 
carried a pilot on operations. With 
an on-statlon endurance of some 
18 hours, the aircraft automatically 
relayed Information from the 

E 


(Right) Many battlefield 
surveillance aids in use about 
1970 are illustrated in this diagram 
of a US Fire Support Base (FSB) 
in open country, near jungle and a 
village. 

K. Information from these 
ADSIDs was fed to the FSB 
through EC-121 R aircraft and the 
Infiltration Surveillance Center. 

L. Laid on a track and at a 
junction would be unattended 
seismic detectors which passed 
their information direct to the FSB 
Command Post through buried 
cables (M). 

N. Two trip-flares of different 
colors could be used at each site 


so the enemy's direction of travel 
could be determined. Weapons 
were constantly laid on such sites 
so fire could be brought down 
immediately. 

P (diagram and above). The 
AN/PPS-5 radar gave long-range 
night detection up to 11,100yds 
(10,000m) against vehicles and 
5,550yds (5,000m) against 
personnel. A skilled operator 
could indicate a target to an 
accuracy of ± 20 yds In direction 
and bearing. 

Q. (diagram and above). Largest 
visual detector was the AN/TVS-4 
Night Observation Device (NOD). 
On the ground or tripod-mounted 
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Battlefield surveillance—con tin ued 


it could detect an enemy 
up to 1,300yds (1200m) 
by means of an Image 
Intensification tube, 
amplifying the faintest 
light up to 40,000 times. 
R (diagram only). The 
AN/TVS-2 crew-served 
weapon sight, mounted 
on such weapons as 


recoilless rifles and 
medium machine guns, 
was used both for aiming 
and as part of the FSB's 
night observation plan. 

S (diagram and above). 
Attached to a rifle, the 
AN/PVS-2 individual 
weapon sight—the 
"Starlight Scope"—gave 


Village 


Jungle 


O \ 




Battlefield surveillance—continued 


Infantrymen the ability to 
see out to 440yds (400m) 
at night. 

T. Incoming Information 
was fed to a central point 
for analysis and prompt 
action. 

U. Various types of white 
light and Infra-red 
illumination were tested 
on helicopters for night 
observation; this UH-1 Is 
shown fitted with a 
"people-sniffer". The 
helicopter was of limited 
value because noise 
warned the enemy of its 
approach. 

V. To overcome this 
problem, Lockheed 
developed the "quiet” 


sailplane-derived recon¬ 
naissance aircraft. The 
YO-3A, seen here, was 
powered by a 210hp 
engine driving a three- 
blade constant-speed 
propellor; the exhaust was 
led through mufflers down 
the starboard side, span 
was 57ft lin (17.4m) and 
operational gross weight 
just above 3,000lbs 
(1360kg). A radome was 
fitted under the nose and 
fairings under the fuselage 
concealed other sensors. 

It is said that at 400ft 
(122m) the aircraft 
sounded like "the rustling 
of leaves in a light wind" 


% 

Note: for clarity ^ 

only one or two types 
of sensor have been shown ^ 
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us Fire Support Base 

An important American innovation in Vietnam was the Fire Support Base 
(FSB) which was established as a self-contained and self-defended 
artillery base from which infantry operations—usually “search and 
destroy” missions—could be supported. Because it was within range of 
the supported force, the support from the FSB was responsive, always 
available, and totally reliable, being able to function in conditions that 
precluded air support. In addition, since the North Vietnamese Army and 
and the Viet Cong regarded such field artillery bases as attractive and 
vulnerable targets, FSBs were sometimes deliberately disposed to 
invite retaliatory action, tempting the Communists to concentrate 
attacking forces where they could be engaged and destroyed.'A typical 
Fire Support Base could be expected to deploy a battery of six M102 
105mm field howitzers; an infantry company for local defense; four 
81mm mortars from an infantry battalion; and communications, medical 
and administrative personnel. The FSB was never isolated from support 
from other units; supporting fire from other FSBs could always be called 
upon, together with helicopter gunships and tactical air support. 


There was a standard drill for construction 
of a Fire Support Base. After reconnaissance 
and site selection, a stake was positioned 
at the center of the chosen site and a 131ft 
(40m) rope was used to mark the bunker 
line. This line was marked by stakes at 15ft 
intervals to indicate the infantry bunker 
positions. A circle of 246ft (75m) radius 
marked the line of the perimeter wire. At 
each bunker stake helicopters dropped a 
standard pack of one shaped demolition 
charge, two sheets of pierced-steel 
planking, and empty sandbags, which were 
used to construct a 9ft (2.7m) bunker. 
Bulldozers excavated ground for the 
command post and fire support 
coordination center, and pits for the guns and 
mortars. A prefabricated 20ft (6m) 
observation tower was flown In by a CH-47 
Chinook helicopter. Time of construction 
varied—but It was essential that the outer 
defenses and infantry positions were completed 
by last light on the first day of occupation 
of the FSB site. 


The FSB shown here is well established, and 
comprises: 

A. Two triple Ml02 105mm howitzer 
emplacements. 

B. Two twin 81mm mortar positions 
(to fire HE or provide close-in 
illumination during enemy night attacks). 


Command Post. 

D. Observation Tower. 

E. Fire Support Coordination Center. 

F. Communications Center. 

G. Administration, cookhouse, and stores. 

H. Ground surveillance and anti-personnel 
radar emplacements. 

J. Night observation devices: searchlights 
for visible or infra-red illumination. 

K. Bunkers for an infantry company 
with rifles, grenade launchers, 
machine guns, and recoilless rifles. 

(The perfect circle seen here, at 
131ftM0m radius, was the ideal 
configuration, seldom achieved 
because of variations in terrain.) 

L. Helicopter landing area. 

M. A CH-54 Tarhe helicopter, capable of 
lifting a 155mm howitzer as a single 
load, delivers up to 18,000lbs 
(6714kg) of cargo by sling. 

N. Camouflaged claymore mines and trip 
flares between infantry bunkers and 
perimeter wire all round the base. 

P. Triple-dannert barbed wire (ie, 
three colls In pyramid structure) 
all round. 

Q. Guarded exit/entry point for 
aggressive and continuous infantry 
patrols around FSB. 

R. Aerial rocket artillery support from a 
"Huey" helicopter carrying between 
48 (UH-1B/-1C) and76 (AH-1G) 
2.75ln rockets. 


Construction and layout of a Fire Support Base 

C. 


Howitzer emplacement 

Semi-permanent emplacement in a Fire 
Support Base for a 105mm self-propelled 
howitzer: 

1. Sandbag wall and cover. 

2. Section equipment and tool room. 

3. Ammunition racks, with HE. ICM 
(fragmentation), smoke, 
illumination, chemical, and 
propaganda rounds In segregation. 
Standing for howitzer: pierced-steel 
planking, gravel, or cement. 

Powder pit. 

Crew ready room. 

Crew quarters. 

Fire barrels. 


4. 


Mutual support 

(Below) Mutual support between Fire 
Support Base was always available. The 
FSB in foreground has come under a major 
enemy attack (A), and a diversionary 
attack (B), so it calls in supporting fire 
from two other FSBs, as well as air 
support from helicopter gunships. 
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The infantry in battle 


In Vietnam, as in all conventional warfare up to the present day, the heaviest 
combat burden was borne by the infantry. The illustrations here show some of 
the combat activities of the US and ARVN infantryman in Vietnam, with (far 
right) a detailed plan of a classic infantry battle at battalion level. In spite of 
massive air support, the implementation of the airmobility concept in such a 
way as to give new meaning to the term “war of movement”, and the 
development and deployment on a huge scale of sophisticated hardware, the 
US/ARVN infantryman in Vietnam faced a daunting task. It was a war without 
front lines where the doctrines of earlier wars meant little. It was fought against 
an enemy who was, in the case of the Viet Cong guerrillas, often 
indistinguishable from the civilian population and who tended to avoid open 
combat in favor of ambush and terror. As well as meeting the enemy in battle, 
every infantryman also had to fight the campaign to win the hearts and minds 
of the people of Southeast Asia from Communism. Thus, the waging of 
conventional warfare was only one part of the task of the men on the ground. 



The Claymore mine 

The Claymore mine (below) was 
first tested in combat in Vietnam. 
Invaluable in ambushes, it was 
fired remotely, and was often 
sited so that lethal areas 
overlapped (right); the mine fired 
horizontally, covering an area 
some 6ft (1.8m) high out to 
54yds (50m), and could be 
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The loudspeaker team 


(Above) Loudspeaker teams 
played an important role in 
US psychological operations 
(PSYOPS) in support of 
combat troops, especially by 
broadcasting messages from men 
who had just surrendered to 
assure their former comrades 
of good treatment if they 
followed suit. Some units ' 
broadcast from helicopters. 


The scout dog team 


(Left) Dogs were used in 
considerable numbers as scouts, 
trackers, and guards. The 
handler and his dog — a German 
shepherd is seen here—were 
inseparable in combat. Scout 
dogs could detect trip-wires, 
mines, tunnels, stores, or people 
very effectively in good 
conditions, although their 
performance was adversely 
affected by bad weather, 
thick vegetation, or fatigue. 

The Viet Cong were terrified 
of scout dogs until they 
discovered a simple antidote — 
they began washing with 
American toilet soap! 


A classic infantry battle in South Vietnam 


The battle setting 
The action illustrated on the right 
took place near Phong Cao in the 
highlands of Phu Yen province 
on S-11 November 1966. Steeply 
sloping hills made movement 
difficult and thick jungle imposed 
poor visibility and navigational 
problems. 


Opening situation 
The 5th Battalion, 95th Infantry 
Regiment, North Vietnamese 
Army (5/95 NVA), only 214 
strong, awaits reinforcements. 

It must re-train, while engaging 
small enemy patrols but 
withdrawing if faced by superior 
forces. Its base camps are in the 
saddle between Hills 450 and 350.. 
The 2nd Battalion (Airborne), 

US 502nd Infantry Regiment 
(2/502 USA) knows there is an 
enemy camp on Hill 450. 

Realizing the enemy will avoid 
a superior force, the US C.O. 
plans to land troops by helicopter 
west of Hill 450, lead off In the 
wrong direction, and then swing 
eastward toward the objective. 



The battle setting 


1200 8 Nov 


w 


\ 
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Phase i, 6-8 November 
The helicopter fly-in is successful 
and Companies A, B, and C 
(Cy A, B, C), and the 
Reconnaissance/Commando 
(Recondo) Platoon, 50 strong, 
move out In a direction that will 
not alarm 5/95 NVA. After a few 
contacts—5 enemy killed on 

6 November; brief encounters on 

7 November (red flashes)—the 
whole battalion swings eastward 
at noon on 8 November. By dusk. 
Recondo scouts can observe 
enemy on Hill 450 without 
themselves being seen. 


The US battle plan 
The C.O. plans for 2/502 USA 
to surround and eliminate the 
enemy on Hill 450: Company A 
will move by helicopter to a 
blocking position In the 
northeast sector; Company B will 
provide one force to attack from 
the west and another to block 
in the south; 

Company C will make a forced 
march to take up the southeast 
sector; 

Recondo Platoon (R) will block 
in the north. 


Phase 2, 9 November 
At 1000 hours on 9 November, 
Section A, Recondo Platoon, 
bumps an enemy platoon on the 
western slope of Hill 450 
and reports its position. 

2 Platoon, Company B, quickly 
joins the fight. 

3 Platoon, Company B, is moving 
north to the supposed position 

of the fight when the commander 
realizes the firing is behind him; 
he reaches the action around 
noon. The C.O. carries out a 
noon helicopter reconnaissance 
to resolve the confusion, 
finding that the fighting is not on 
Hill 450 but on Hill 350. He 
calls in an airstrlke, but bomb 
fragments fall among his own 
platoons, so he calls in helicopter 
gunships, followed by an 
artillery bombardment. When this 
ends, 2 and 3 Platoons, 

Company B, charge up the hill, 
clear the remaining enemy, and 
dig in. 



6-8 November 



Phase 3. 10 November 
The rest of 2/502 USA is in 
position by last light and 
encirclement of 5/95 NVA Is 
complied during the night 
with illumination provided first 
by mortar flares and later by a 
C-47 flare-ship. Throughout 
10 November, 5/95 NVA probes 
the circle, losing 12 men killed. 
In the afternoon the Americans 
use loudspeakers without 
apparent effect. By nightfall the 
circle has closed to some 
600 yards in diameter. 


Phase 4, 11 November 
During the night five NVA 
probes are easily repulsed. 

In the morning Companies B 
and C move up the southern 
slope of Hill 450 with a 
loudspeaker team. An NVA 
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Phase 2, 9 November 



Phase 3, 10 November; 
encirclement complete 



Phase 4, 11 November; 
the enemy eliminated 


soldier surrenders and uses the 
loudspeaker to appeal to his 
comrades to join him; a number 
quickly do so. When Companies B 
and C reach the top of Hill 450, 
Company A sweeps across from 
east to west and eliminates the 
last elements of the enemy. 


The tally 

36 NVA soldiers are captured 
and 39 bodies found, for US 
losses of 5 killed and 1 5 wounded 
Five mortars, 11 machine guns, 
and 44 rifles are captured, as well 
as much equipment and 
ammunition. Some enemy escape, 
but many more are killed or 
wounded: 5th Battalion, 95th 
Infantry Regiment, North 
Vietnamese Army, has ceased to 
exist. 
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The helicopter and airmobility 

The helicopter was used in assault operations in Korea, at Suez, and in 
Algeria, but the concept of helicopter-borne airmobility was not fully 
resized until the US involvement in Southeast Asia. It was a bold and 
imaginative development which enabled security forces to place a large 
force at the required location rapidly and at short notice. But the fact that 
airmobile units tended to operate from a fixed base, emerging by air to 
deal with specific incidents and then returning by air to base, limited 
the contact of the force with the indigenous population. Thus the concept 
was of limited value in the “hearts and minds” campaign fundamental to 
counter-revolutionary war. 


The assault force lands 

Bell UH'1 Ds with a maximum 
capacity of 14 men and a range 
of up to 327 miles (526km) were 
normally the first to land (A). Next 
also in the first wave were wide¬ 
bodied Boeing-Vertol CH-47 
Chinooks (B), each carrying up to 
44 troops and having a normal 
mission radius of 115 miles 
(185km) with a 10,3661b 
(4729kg) pay-load. In the second 
wave were more CH-47s (C), 
with loads slung beneath them on 
strops. Here, the leader carries a 
155mm wheeled gun with an 
ammunition pallet suspended 
from it; the second has 
ammunition in a cargo sling. 
Overhead, Cessna A-37 
Dragonfly ground attack 
aircraft (D) stood by to give 
offensive air support. 
















LZ control party 

The members of the Landing 
Zone Control Party (left) 
deployed from the first UH-1 D 
to land and exerted ground 
control over landing operations. 
They were in radio contact with 
the air-mobile force commander, 
in his airborne CP (see opposite, 
above), and with the helicopters 
of the "Pink Team" (see right) 
which carried out low-level 






A 


reconnaissance operations near 
the landing zone. 


“Pink Team” ^ « 

"Pink Team" reconnaissance mission included a Hughes 
OH-6 Cayuse (left) carrying out a low-level search, 
following trails, flying fast and low over suspected enemy 
positions, and examining clearings. The Bell AH-IG 
Huey Cobra gunship guarded the OH-6, providing suppressive 
fire and relaying information when its partner's radio was 
"screened" by trees or hills. 














The force commander 

The airmobile force commander 
(right) controlled operations from 
a Bel) UH-1 D fitted as an 
airborne Command Post (CP). In 
addition to its normal radio rig it 
carried an AN/ASC-15 console 
which provided three secure 
UHF/FM speech links. A typical 
command team consisted of the 
force commander, a staff officer, 
the air liaison officer (controlling 
offensive air support), and the 
artillery support liaison officer 
(responsible for calling up fire 
from fire support bases within 
range). 


Recovery and observation 

The CH‘54 Tarhe "Sky Crane" 
(lower right) can carry a payload 
of 15,400lbs or an external load 
of 20,760lbs. Its use in airmobile 
operations included the 
transportation and positioning of 
heavy artillery and the recovery 
of downed aircraft. 

The Bell OH-58A Kiowa (bottom 
right) carries up to four 
passengers and was typically 
used for visual observation and 
target acquisition. 
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Casualty evacuation from the battlefield 


The helicopter made a very 
significant contribution to 
casualty evacuation in Southeast 
Asia. Nearly all US and ARVN 
battlefield casualties were heli- 
lifted to rear areas. Transport 
aircraft of the US Air Force were 
used for the evacuation of 
patients needing major medical 
focilities in Southeast Asia or in 
the United States; the USAF’s 
Military Airlift Command 
evacuated a total of 406,022 
patients, including 168,832 battle 
casualties, between 1965 and 1973. 

Causes of casualties 

The proportion of deaths from small arms in 
Southeast Asia (see table, right) showed a 
marked increase over World War II (32 per 
cent) and Korea (33 per cent) and was mainly 
due to the advent of the lightweight, high- 
velocity rounds fired by the Soviet AK-47 
(and captured American Ml 6s). These 
bullets caused large entry and exit wounds, 
left severe tissue damage, and affected blood 
vessels out of the direct path of the missile. 
These weapons' rapid-fire capability 
increased the proportion of multiple wounds. 
Wounds caused by mines and booby-traps 
were often very large and dirty, because the 
victim was usually close to the device when 
it exploded. The figures here are averaged 
over the years 1965-70; actual proportions 
varied year to year. 



Location of wounds 

The two segmented 
circles, color-keyed to 
the figure of the soldier, 
shows the location of 
fatal (A, far left) and 
non-fatal wounds (B) In 
casualties reaching 
hospitals. A high 
proportion of fatalities 
were due to head and 
neck wounds; this was 
attributed by medical staff 
to the reluctance of troops 
engaged in violent activity 
to wear helmets. 


Deaths 

Causes 

Wounds 

51% 

small arms 

16% 

36% 

fragments from 
artillery 

65% 

11% 

booby traps, mines 

15% 

— 

punji stakes 

2% 

2% 

others 

2% 


Serious casualties, Allied forces, 1966-1971 

The numbers of serious casualties sustained during the years 1966—1971 
by US (red). South Vietnamese (green), and Allied (orange) troops 
are shown below. The death ratio for those who reached US hospitals 
was 2.6 per cent, a very significant improvement on the 4.5 per cent 
death rate of World War II. The ratio would have been even more 
favorable had it not been for the helicopter, which delivered to hospital 
a proportion of mortally-wounded soldiers who would have died on 
the battlefield in previous conflicts. Of the wounded who survived, a 
massive 83 per cent were able to return to military duty either in 
South Vietnam or in the United States. 
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Helicopter ambulances 

Any helicopter was, of 
course, capable of 
carrying wounded from 
battlefields in South 
Vietnam, but specialized 
units were also formed; 
at the peak of US 
involvement there were 
116 Bell UH-1 helicopter 
ambulances in service, 
fitted to carry six litter 
patients. Each US 
division had a medical 
battalion and most of 
these had helicopter 
ambulances whose task, 
in theory, was to 
evacuate casualties from 
the battlefield to a medical 
clearing station. From 
there—again in theory— 
non-divisional helicopters 
collected the patient and 
took him to a field 
hospital. But in practice 
helicopter resources were 
used according to the 
situation; the main 
criterion was that the 
patient should reach a 
suitable medical facility 
in the shortest possible 
time. 


Emergency landing area 

"Dust-Off" Bell UH-1 Hs — named from the radio call-sign of Major Charles Kelly, a 
famed pilot killed in action in 1964—landed in emergency clearings made by 
explosives and chain-saws. Many obstacles remained that could have pierced the 

-j vulnerable underside of the helicopter's 

I fuselage, and enemy were often in the 

vicinity. The helicopters were crewed 
by two pilots, a flight crewman, and a 
medical aidman to give emergency 
treatment in the air. In earlier 
conflicts, casualties in such a 
remote area would have had an 
agonising journey on a stretcher 
in which the chances of death 
from wounds or shock would 
have been far greater. 
Between 1965 and 1969, 
372,947 casualties were 
evacuated by helicopter 
(this figure includes US 
personnel, ARVN and 
Free World troops, and 
civilians). 


Location of hospitals 

Location of US Army 
hospitals, and 
numbers of beds, in 
South Vietnam 
23 April 1969. 


© Hospital completed 


Camp Evans 
0 70 

Phu Bai 
+ 133 

+ 80 

Chu Lai 
0 110 


An Khe 
0 80 


+ 

Hospital under 
construction 

Pleiku 

© 

Up to 100 beds 

0400 

© 


Phu Tanh 

25O-A00 beds 

+ 240 

© 


Qui Nhon 

Over 400 beds 

0400 


Tay Ninh 
+ 40 

Lai Khe 


ang 


20 


0 325 


Tuy Hoa 


300 


0Tho 


0 ' 

Tan Son Nhut 

0 292 

Dong Tam 
237 + 


Vung 


Nha Trang 

0365 
'Cam Ranh 

01,300 

Long 8inh 

0328 

0320 

0250 


Helicopter hoist 

Unable to land, the 
helicopter lowered a hoist, 
using a spring-loaded 
"forest penetrator" to 
avoid entanglement with 
trees. While in the hover 
the helicopter was an easy 
target for enemy fire (35 
were hit in 1968; 39 in 
1969), but many 
thousands of men were 
rescued who would 
otherwise have had to be 
carried to a site where a 
landing could be made, 
with a consequent delay 
in medical care. 
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North l^tnamese 


Launching sites for Soviet-built SA-2 
Guideline surface-to-air missiles first 
appeared in North Vietnam in July 1965; 
numbers built up rapidly, until by 1972 there 
were some 300 sites throughout the country, 
and even inside and south of the 
Demilitarized Zone. The US Air Force 
countered the SA-2 by destroying missile 
sites, by violent evasive action, by avoiding 
tight formations, by varying tactics, and by 
electronic countermeasures (ECM). 


Surface-to-air missile site 

(Right) Six SA-2 missiles (A) —of which four are seen 
here—are on their launchers, equally spaced at about 
55yds (50m) from the central Command Post (B). 
Roadways to each launcher give access for workshop and 
reloading vehicles (C); bamboo mats (D) cover cable 
ducts and reinforce road surfaces in bad weather. The 
Spoon Rest A radar (E) gives early warning. Missile 
guidance depends on the Fan Song radar (F), which 
acquires the target and feeds data to a computer. 
Commands from the computer are transmitted to 
the missile over a UHF link, vectoring it into the 
radar beam to intercept. ^ 
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Twin 37mm AA gun M38/39 

(Left) This Soviet-designed 
37mm twin AA gun is mounted 
on a 4-wheeled trailer. Used 
only with optical sights, it fires a 
1.581b (725gm) shell to an 
effective AA range of 1,640yds 
(1500m). Its rate of fire is 
180 rounds per minute, and its 
elevation is from —5° to +85"". 


Optical anti-aircrcifl sights 

(Right) These rather basic optical sights were fitted to a Chinese 
supplied machine gun captured from the Viet Cong In Long An 
province. South Vietnam, in November 1963. To the surprise of 
experts, small arms and machine gun fire accounted for so many 
US aircraft that, late in 1964, pilots striking at North Vietnamese 
targets abandoned low-altitude, high-speed tactics in favor of 
dive-bombing attacks from 15,000-20,000ft (4570-6095m). 


Chinese Type 24 7.92mm heavy machine gun 


(Left) The first line of North 
Vietnam's air defenses 
consisted of normal infantry 
weapons, of which the heavy 
machine gun was the most 
effective. Seen here is a 
Chinese-supplied Type 24 
7.92mm MG, a copy of the 
German 08 Maxim of World 
War I vintage. 


Length: 55in (1398mm) 

Weight: 391b (17.7kg) 

Barrel: 24in (610mm) 

Rifling: 4 groove r/hand 

Operation: recoil 

Feed: 250-round belt 

Cooling: water 

Cyclic rate: 400 rpm 

Muzzle velocity: 2,900ft (885m) 

per second. 
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ZIL-151 shop/van 

(Left) The Soviet 
ZIL-151 (6 X 6) 3-ton 
(2,500kg) truck in the 
shop/van configuration — 
the form in which it served 
as a maintenance workshop 
on North Vietnamese SAM 
sites. The basic ZIL-151 has 
many variants, including fuel 
or water tanker, crane truck, 
pontoon carrier, and 
command, radio, or medical 
vehicle. 


ZIL-150 truck 

(Left) The Soviet ZIL-150 
(4 X 2) 4.2 ton (3,500kg) 
truck is seen here in Its 
basic configuration, with a 
trailer. It was used to 
transport SA-2 missiles to 
their launchers on SAM 
sites throughout North 
Vietnam. 


SA-2 Guideline missile on launcher 

(Right) An SA-2 Guideline SAM on its rotatable 
launcher. These missiles were sometimes fired 
singly and sometimes in salvoes, one missile being 
fired to force an enemy pilot to take evasive action 
and then a salvo fired to hit him from below. 


The SA-2 Guideline SAM 


(Above) The Soviet SA-2 Guideline 
medium-range surface-to-air missile was 
first displayed In public by the Russians in 
1957 and has been in widespread use ever 
since; more SA-2s have been fired in 
anger than any other SAM—the majority 
by North Vietnam. The missile is 
transported on a ZIL-157 cross-country 
semi-trailer transporter-erector and is 
fired from a rotatable launcher. The four- 
finned booster burns for 4 to 5 seconds, 
two of the booster fins having gyro- 
controlled rudders for initial course 
setting. The sustainer, which burns for 
some 22 seconds, Is fueled by nitric acid 
and a liquid hydrocarbon (probably 
kerosene). The missile has cruciform 
delta wings and steerable fins. Four 
small canard surfaces are mounted just 
aft of the tail-cone. 

Guidance: radio command 
Propulsion: solid-propellant booster 
liquid-propellant sustainer 
Warhead: 348.51b (130kg) HE 
Fusing: contact, proximity, command 
Missile length: 35ft (10.7m) 

Slant range: 25-31 miles (40-50km) 
Celling: 59,060ft (18,000m) 


The SA-7 Grail man-portable AA missile 


The Soviet SA-7 Grail man-portable 
anti-aircraft missile (below, with 
launcher) entered service with the 
North Vietnamese Army in April 1972 
and immediately proved effective, 
especially against low-flying, slower 
aircraft. The operator tracks the target 



visually; a green light indicates when 
the infra-red seeker has acquired the 
target, whereupon the operator presses 
the launch button. 

Length: 4.92ft (1.5m) 

Weight: 40lbs (15kg) 

AA Range: c.6 miles (10km) 

ti 
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The electronic war in the air 


SA-2 interception 

Operation of the SA-2 Guideline 
surface-to-air missile is shown on the 
right. The target is acquired by a 
broad-beam scanner (A). It is tracked 
by a narrow-beam scanner (B) and 
data are fed to a computer (C) which 
calculates the optimum trajectory for 
the missile. Commands are transmitted 
by cable (D) to the launcher (E), 
giving direction, angle, and time of 
launch. Instructions to the airborne 
missile are by radio link (F). This 
command guidance system allows for 
some manouevering by the target (but 
not sudden changes), but requires the 
target to be held by the tracking 
radar throughout the missile's flight. 


The electronic battle was a 
long and bloody struggle in 
which the combat elements 
on both sides looked to their 
scientists and technicians 
for new measures and 
counter-measures and each 
advance by one side brought 
a counter from the other. 
Nowhere was this more 
clearly demonstrated than in 
the battle between US 
aircraft and surface-to-air 
missiles over North 
Vietneim. 



// t0 V 


Low-level attack 

One of the earliest US counters 
to the SAM was an approach to 
the target at very low level (above 
right), using two prominent 
ground features to locate the 
target. At the "initial point" 

(A, at island) the pilot changed 
course on to a planned bearing 
which brought him, after a known 
time, to the "pitch-up point" 

(B, at pagoda), where he made a 
wing-level pull-up, climbed in a 
carefully planned maneuver to a 
set height (C), and then dived 
on the target (D). (The red line 
indicates the ground track taken 
by the attacking aircraft.) The fault 
of this tactic was that it brought 
the aircraft within range of anti¬ 
aircraft and small arms fire on the 


long, low-level approach. This 
caused an unacceptable loss rate. 
Further, the "pop-up" manouever, 
however carefully planned, gave 
the pilot very little time to make a 
positive indentification of the 
target, thus contributing to 
inaccuracy. New measures to 
counter the surface-to-air missile 
threat had to be sought. 


“Chaff” corridor 

Another counter to SAMs was to 
lay a "chaff" corrider of millions of 
pieces of silver foil cut to the right 
lengths to interfere with enemy 
radar frequencies. If the chaff was 
correctly sown, strike aircraft 
could fly through the corridor 
with no threat from SAMs. 

But F-4s or A-7s sowing chaff 


from underwing dispensers had to 
fly in formation (A) at reduced 
speed, straight and level, and were 
vulnerable to SAM and MiG 
attack (B). They carried 
electronic countermeasures pods 
which jammed the SAM radars so 
that these could not determine 
range and bearing, but to counter 
the MiGs, the chaff-sowing 
planes had to have their own 
MIGCAP (combat air patrol) 
cover (C). 
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Shrike anti-radar missile 

One counter to the SAM was the 
AGM-45A Shrike anti-radar missile with a 
range of 2.6nm (5km), whose operation is 
shown on the right. The pilot detected the 
transmissions of the missile's target 
acquisition radar (A) and when within 
range launched the Shrike, which flew 
straight down the radar beam (B) guided 
by an on-board detector. 

(Far Right) After the Shrike's early 
successes, the North Vietnamese 
countered it by ceasing to use the SA-2's 
target acquisition radar and gathering 
information on US aircraft positions on 
remote EW/GCI radars (C). The tracking 
radar at the missile site was kept on 
"dummy load" (warmed up but not 
transmitting) and switched to "operate" 
only when the US aircraft was within 
range. The missile was launched almost 
immediately, guided, and the radar was 
then switched back to "dummy load". 
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Rescue of dcvwned aircrew 

The Americans made prodigious efforts to rescue downed 
aircrew, both in South and North Vietnam, and this was 
naturally a considerable morale booster for the crews 
themselves. The helicopter, with its unique ability either to land 
in a restricted area or to hover and winch up the survivors, 
played a major part. The agencies involved in such an operation 
were numerous, even in a straightforward operation in the 
South', and the hazards to the rescuers were such that it could 
become very costly. Illustrated here are the various elements 
involved in a typical rescue mission in the northern part of 
South Vietnam, in 1972. 



Forward air control 

Rockwell International OV-10 Bronco 
aircraft, acting as Forward Air Controllers, 
keep radio contact with the survivors from 
the downed aircraft, with support and rescue 
aircraft, and with the US Navy vessel offshore. 
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Enemy countermeasures 

An SA-2 Guideline surface-to-air missile is 
fired at the rescue aircraft from a North 
Vietnamese missile installation. The Soviet- 
supplied SA-2 has a slant range of some 
25 miles (40km). 
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Radar picket 

The Lockheed EC-121 Warning Star acting as 
radar picket monitors the missile launch. The 
EC-121 passes information on enemy aerial 
f countermeasures to the US Navy "Red 

Crown" vessel for evaluation and relay to the 
f rescue force. - 
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G: The rescue force 
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During one rescue mission, the navigator 
of a downed EB-66 spent 12 days in the 
jungle just south of the Demilitarized 
Zone (DMZ). In attempts to extricate him, 
three helicopters were shot down by AAA 
fire and an OV-10 was destroyed by a 
direct hit from an SA-2. Seven aircrew 
were killed, one was captured, and one 
was himself rescued after ten days on the 
ground. 


A typical rescue mission 

A. The survivors from a shot-down US aircraft 
(seen burning in the jungle) have parachuted 
safely and are sheltering in a thicket on 

the edge of a jungle clearing some distance 
from the nearest friendly ground troops (E). 

B. Overhead are two Rockwell OV-10 Bronco 
aircraft acting as Forward Air Controllers 
(FACs). The USAF OV-10, a twin-engined, 
twin-boomed reconnaissance aircraft, is fitted 
with the "Pave Nail" system, which includes 
night sights, a target illuminator, and special 
electronics. The OV-IOs seen here are in radio 
contact with the survivors, with fire support 
and rescue forces (black dotted lines), and 
with the US Navy vessel offshore (blue dotted 
line). 

C. Enemy activity in the area includes infantry 
eager to capture the downed aircrew, AAA up 
to 100mm caliber, and SA-2 Guideline 
surface-to-air missiles. 

D. Attack aircraft are called in by the FACs to 
strike at any enemy forces who threaten the 
rescue effort. Two Cessna A-37s are seen 
here; originally built as trainers, a number of 
these were converted into very useful close- 
support aircraft, carrying various combinations 
of stores, including six 5001b (226kg) bombs. 

E. The FACs call in artillery support from a 
conveniently-situated Fire Support Base. 

F. Some distance away from the action flies 
an EC-121 radar picket aircraft, a modified 
Lockheed Super Constellation, watching for 
MiG take-offs and SAM launches, which 
might threaten the rescue force and supporting 
forces. Here, the EC-121 passes real-time 
information on the missile launch (blue dotted 
line) to a specially-equipped US Navy warship 
—code-named "Red Crown"—patrolling in 
the Gulf of Tonkin. "Red Crown" analyses all 
information from the airborne pickets and 
rapidly relays the necessary instructions to the 
threatened aircraft. 

G. The rescue force is brought in. It comprises: 

H. Two Sikorsky HH-53C transport helicopters. 
The HH-53C is a developed version of the 
"Jolly Green Giant", fitted with an In-flight 
refueling probe, two jettisonable 450 gallon 
US (1703 liter) fuel tanks, and a special 
rescue hoist with 250ft (76m) of cable. 

J. The helicopters are refueled before beginning 
the run-in. The refueling aircraft is a Lockheed 
HC-130P Hercules, one of twenty HC-130Hs 
converted for the in-flight refueling of 
helicopters. In a typical mission the HC-130P 
carries 73,601 lb (33,385kg) of fuel; it meets up 
with the helicopters some 575 miles (925km) 
from base, passes over 48,5001b (22,000kg) of 
fuel, and then returns to base. 

K. Escorting the helicopters are six Douglas A-1 
Skyraiders; piston-engined aircraft, code- 
named "Sandy". Although the slow speed of 
the A-1 makes it more vulnerable to ground 
fire than jet aircraft. It is much better suited to 
operations in marginal weather conditions, 
especially during the monsoon seasons, when 
low ceilings and poor visibility are often 
encountered. 
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Air attack on North Vietnam 


A bombing operation against North Vietnam 
was a complex undertaking, involving many 
aspects of US air power. Illustrated here are 
the various air components of a mission 
during the ‘‘Linebacker I” bombing 
campaign of May-October 1972. The central 
plan view shows the strike group and 
supporting aircraft; other support groups are 
shown upper left and right. The lower 
illustration shows a raid with “Smart” bomb 
bombs on the Thanh Hoa bridge, also during 
“Linebacker I”. As can be seen, escort and 
supporting aircraft might outnumber the 
strike force, but despite this back-up 
strength the US Air Force did not achieve 
total air supremacy in “Linebacker I”, 
during which 44 US aircraft were lost: 27 
were shot down by MiG interceptors; 12 fell 
to surface-to-air missiles (SAMs); and 5 were 
lost to anti-aircraft artillery fire. 



Helicopter rescue force 

The force (left) allotted to the 
rescue of downed US 
aircrew normally consisted of 
two “Jolly Green Giant" 
helicopters—Sikorsky CH-53s 
are shown here—equipped 
(from 1971) with electronic 
location finder (ELF) to 
pin-point the stranded 
crews' positions; an escort 
of around eight Douglas A-1 
Skyraider support aircraft 
(top); and (bottom) a 
Lockheed HC-130P to act 
as an airborne command 
post and to refuel the 
helicopters. 


Strike group and escort 

(Right) The heart of the raiding force is the 
Strike Group (A) comprising 32 McDonnell 
Douglas F-4E Phantom Ms carrying a mix 
of "iron (conventional) bombs" and "Smart" 
laser guided bombs. The Strike Group is 
preceded by "Iron Hand" flights and "chaff" 
bombers (see extreme right) and receives 
close-in protection from F-4E Phantoms 
configured for air-to-air combat (B). The 
outer defense against enemy fighters is 
provided by roving flights of Phantoms on 
MiG Combat Air Patrols/MIGCAP (C). 

Finally, some distance behind the Strike 
Group, come two McDonnell Douglas RF-4C 
reconnaissance aircraft (D), responsible for 
photographing the target after the raid so 
that accurate assessments of the damage may 
be made. 
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Attack on the Thanh Hoa Bridge 

The Thanh Hoa rail and highway bridge, some 
70 miles south of Hanoi, was a key link in 
North Vietnam's transportation system and was 
listed as a vital target for destruction from 
April 1964. During "Operation Rolling 
Thunder", from 2 March 1965 to 31 October 
1968, some 700 sorties (in which eight US 


aircraft were lost) were flown against the 
bridge—which remained open. It was badly 
damaged on 27 April 1972 by USAF F-4 
Phantoms with 2,0001b "Smart" laser guided 
bombs and was closed for several months 
after a similar raid by Phantoms armed with 
2,0001b and 3,0001b laser guided bombs during 
"Linebacker I" operations on 13 May 1972. 






















Supporting aircraft 

(Right) Supporting the Strike Group are the 
Douglas EB-66 "Brown Cradle" electronic 
countermeasures (ECM) aircraft (top) to 
jam/suppress AAA and SAM radars (although 
US fighters carried their own ECM pods 
from 1967-68, EB-66s remained in service); 
the Lockheed EC-121 D "Big Eye" (center), 
exerting airborne command and control and 
equipped with search radar and radio relay 
transmitters to determine the range and altitude 
of enemy Interceptors and issue warnings to 
friendly aircraft; and the Boeing KC-135 
Stratotanker (bottom), the "gas station in the 
sky", with more than 30,000 gallons of fuel 
for pre- and post-strike aerial refueling of 
bombers, fighters, and supporting 
aircraft. 
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The “Chaff” bombers 

(Right) The "chaff" bombers— 
eight A-7 Corsair Ms (F) — 
followed about 2—3 minutes 
behind the "Iron Hand" flights. 
They laid a "chaff" carpet, 
through which the strike force 
flew, to mask enemy radars and 
help frustrate SAM attacks. 
Heavily laden and flying straight 
and level in precise formation, 
they were very vulnerable and. 

In addition to their own ECM 
equipment, needed the protection 
of a close escort of two flights of 
F-4E Phantoms (G), flying some 
two miles behind on either flank, 
to guard against MIG 
interceptors. 
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“Iron Hand” flights 

(Above) Leading the raiding force would be 
two "Iron Hand" flights (E), each of two 
F-4E Phantoms with Sparrow AAMs and 
cluster bombs and two Republic F-105G 
Thunderchief "Wild Weasels" with anti¬ 
radiation missiles to locate and destroy SAM 
sites and their radars. 


“Smart” bomb 

The "Smart" laser guided 
bomb used against the 
Thanh Hoa bridge (left) 
comprises a laser sensor 
attached to a 2,0001b 
(746kg) or 3,0001b 
(1119kg) bomb. A pod 
under the aircraft contains 
an optical viewer and a 
laser. The Weapons 
Systems Officer acquires 
the target with the 
optical system and 
illuminates it with the 
laser. The LGBs are 
launched and ride down 
the laser "basket" to 
impact on the point 
illuminated. Because the 
target must be continuously 
illuminated until impact, the 
system is sensitive to 
clouds and rain. 

(Right) The Weapons 
System Officer of an F-4E 
Phantom checks out a 
2,0001b LGB loaded on his 
aircraft before taking off for 
a strike mission. 
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Air-to-air combat 
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From 1950 onward US aviation personnel of all services were sent to Southeast Asia 
as advisers, maintenance and supply experts, and combat crews, first in support of the 
the French colonial regime and then to strengthen the resistance of the democracies of 
South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia to Communist aggression. US aircraft flew 
reconnaissance and defoliation missions from 1961; interception missions over 
South Vietnam were flown from March 1962 onward. The first air-to-air combat 
between US and North Vietnamese aircraft took place on 4 April 1965, when two 
US Air Force F-105D Thunderchief fighter-bombers were shot down by MiG-17 
interceptors. Shown here are the aerial tactics that evolved during the course of 
the air war over North Vietnam. 


“The Wagon Wheel” 

the MiGs’ defensive maneuver 


The North Vietnamese devised 
the defensive tactic known 
as the "Wagon Wheel" (right) 
in 1967. When under attack 
the MiG-17s entered a low- 
level circular orbit to give 
mutual defense and six-o'clock 
cover of the preceding aircraft. 
Under attack the MiGs 
could tighten the circle, or 
the MiG on the far side could 
turn inward and cut across 
the chord at full speed to 
engage the attacker. Because 
of low altitude the US aircraft 


had to contend with radar 

"clutter" from ground echoes, 

and missile "lock-on" was 

hard to achieve. This tactic 

made good use of the MiG's 

ability to turn inside 

the heavier US 

aircraft, and although 

purely defensive was 

a reasonable 

development in 

view of the MiG 

pilots' limited 

experience in 

1967. 






‘Fluid-Four” formation 

"Fluid-Four" formation 
(above) was used by US 
aircraft expecting MiG attack to 
optimise visual and radar 
observation and mutual 
defense. Some 3-4,000ft above 
and 2,000ft behind the flight 
leader and his wingman, the 
second element flies an 
"S-pattern". One aircraft in 
each element is responsible 
for radar watch and the 
other for visual search. 


5-aOOOft 


1-2,000ft 


OOOft 


4 
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‘‘Barrel Roll” attack 

The "Barrel Roll" attack (left) 
gains a more advantageous firing 
position: a US aircraft (A) moving 
at high speed finds a MiG (B) 
crossing at 90®, and either does not 
engage or engages and misses. 

The MiG goes into a steep bank 
(B1). The US aircraft barrell-rolls 
(A1) over the track of the enemy 
and then pulls down inside the 
enemy's turn into the classic 
six-o'clock firing position (A2) 
for an attack with its infra-red, 
heat-seeking AIM-9B 
Sidewinder missiles. 


Vertical 

Rolling Scissors 

The "Vertical Rolling 
Scissors" (right) is used to 
convert a defensive into an 
offensive position. A MiG-21 
(red track) cuts inside the 
turn of an F-4 (blue track). 

The F-4 turns down and inward 
towards the MiG, forcing it to 
overshoot and itself make a 
downward turn to continue 
the attack. The F-4 then rolls 
Inside the MiG, which is forced 
to overshoot again, leaving the 
F-4 in the optimum six-o'clock 
attacking position. 


Mutual support by US aircraft 

On 2 September 1972, two 
F-105Gs and two F-4Es (fore¬ 
ground) flew a mission against 
Phuc Yen airfield. Approaching 
the target, a SAM attack 
forced them down to low level 
where they came under heavy 
AA fire. The two elements 
separated: the F-4s attacked 
a SAM site; the F-105s waited 


some 25 miles away. As the 
F-4s sped to rejoin the 
F-105s (A) the latter were 
attacked by a MiG-19 (B), 
which fired a missile but 
missed. The MiG chased the 
F-105s; the F-4s closed in 
behind, undetected. As the 
lead F-4 (C) launched missiles, 
his wingman (D) warned of an 


SA-2 launch (E). The F-4 
evaded the SAM, but destroyed 
the MiG with Its air-to-air missiles 
The incident demonstrates 
good mutual support between 
US aircraft—and good 
co-ordination between the North 
Vietnamese fighter and the 
SA-2 crew who launched with 
their fighter so close. 



















The end of French 
rule in Indochina 

Dr. George M. Watson, Jr., and Richard O'Neill 


V ietnam, bounded by China to the 
north. Laos to the west and north¬ 
west, and Cambodia to the southwest, is 
an S-shaped country occupying the eastern 
coast of the Indochinese Peninsula. Its 
coastline of some 1,500 miles (2,415km) lies 
on the Gulf of Tonkin in the northeast, the 
South China Sea to the east and south, and 
the Gulf of Siam to the southwest. The 
bulk of the population is Annamese, 
originally thought to be a Mongolian 
people pushed south to the Red River 
Delta of North Vietnam around the 4th 
century b.c., but now more often con¬ 
sidered to be of predominantly Indonesian- 
Mongoloid-Chinese stock and indigenous 
to the Delta area. Their establishment as a 
people dates from around the 3rd century 
B.c. Their traditional culture is predomin¬ 
antly Chinese; their dominant religions 
are ancestor-worship and Mahayana Bud¬ 
dhism with a strong Taoist influence. The 
major ethnic minorities are the highland 
tribes of the Moi, Muong, Man, and Miao. 

The recorded history of Vietnam began 
in 207 B.C., when the renegade Chinese 
warlord Trieu Da (Chao T’o) established 
the kingdom of Nam Viet, extending from 
modem Da Nang into South China and 
ruled from the Canton area. In 111 b.c., 
Trieu Da’s non-Chinese kingdom was 
overthrown by the Chinese under the Han 
emperor Wu Ti, and Vietnam began more 
than one thousand years under Chinese 
rule. But although the Chinese held the 
north, the kingdoms of Champa, on the 
east coast, extending from north of the 
Mekong Delta to around the 18th Parallel, 
and Funan, occupying the Mekong Delta 
and what is now Cambodia, were Hindu 
states where the influence of India was 
dominant. Funan was conquered by the 
Mon-Khmer peoples of the Cambodian 
F]mpire in the 6th century a.d., but 
Champa, often at war with Vietnam, re¬ 
tained its individuality until overrun by 
the Vietnamese in the 16th century. 

Vietnam’s first period of independence 
began in the 10th century, when the decline 
and fall of the T'ang dynasty triggered off 
a series of risings by the Vietnamese, 
culminating in the defeat of the Chinese 
by Ngo Quyen in 939. A period of civil strife 
and external conflict with the Chinese and 
with Champa was followed by a time of 
stabilization under the Ly dynasty (1009 
1225), who ruled the kingdom of Dai Viet 
from Dong Kinh (modern Hanoi). A 
Chinese invasion was beaten off in 1057 
1061, as were repeated incursions by 
Champa and Cambodia. The most serious 
threat was averted by Tran Hung Dao, the 
great general of the Tran dynasty (1225- 
1400): between 1257 and 1287, three mas¬ 
sive invasions by the Mongol armies of 
Kublai Khan were repulsed. 

The Tran dynasty fell after a bloody war 
with Champa lasting for most of the 14th 


War was no stranger 
to Vietnam. For some 2000 
years the nation struggled 
towards unity and 
independence in the face 
of civil strife, Chinese 
incursions and European 
imperialism. In the 1950s the 
nationalist and Communist 
Viet Minh forces led 
by Ho Chi Minh 
and Vo Nguyen Giap 
destroyed French power in 
Indochina. However, their 
successes brought no peace 
but resulted in the 
partition of the Vietnam 
nation in 1954 


century. In 1400, the throne was usurped 
by Ho Qui Ly. The ousted Tran rulers asked 
for help from the Ming dynasty of China: 
in 1407, the Chinese successfully invaded 
Vietnam but instead of restoring the 
Tran attempted to set up a puppet state. 
Repression provoked resistance; after a 
campaign lasting from 1418 to 1427, the 
Vietnamese under Le Loi (who eventually 
took the throne as Le Thai To) administer¬ 
ed a resounding defeat to the Chinese at 
Hanoi. Under the Le dynasty —nominally 
in power until 1787, although from around 
1600 the real rulers were the rival Nguyen 
and Trinh families —Champa was con¬ 
quered by 1471, the Mekong Delta area and 
Saigon were taken from Cambodia in 
1700 1760, and Vietnam achieved the 
greater part of its present size. 

The Trinh, in the north, and the Nguyen, 
in the south, engaged in a struggle for 
overall power until the late 18th century. 
Then, in the revolt led by the Tay Son 
brothers, who took Hanoi in 1786 and 
beat back a Chinese invasion two years 
later, the country achieved unification. 
The Tay Son were not long in power: 
Nguyen Anh, a survivor of the Nguyen 
family, occupied the Mekong Delta and 
Saigon and, after a 14-year campaign, took 
Hue and Hanoi in 1802, becoming Emperor 
Gia Long of a united Vietnam. His victory 
was achieved only with French military 
aid. 

European penetration of Vietnam was 
begun by Portuguese explorer-traders and 
missionaries from 1516 onward. Spanish 
and French traders and priests followed, 
notably the French Monsignor Alexandre 
de Rhodes, who came to the mission estab¬ 
lished near modern Da Nang in 1615. De 
Rhodes prepared the way for Western 
cultural influence by creating the quoc- 
ngu, a Latinized alphabet of the Vietnam¬ 


ese language —and also lost no oppor¬ 
tunity to encourage a trade relationship 
with France. Although the first French 
trading center, established at Hanoi in 
1680, failed - as earlier Dutch and British 
ventures had done —the decline of Por¬ 
tugal encouraged the French to continued 
efforts. 

The need of Nguyen Anh for support in 
his struggle against the Tay Son was 
France’s opportunity: the future emperor 
relied heavily on the French mercenaries 
raised by Bishop Pigneau de Behaine — 
after French government aid had been 
refused. The influence of French advisers 
was thus strong at the court of Gia Long, 
but his successors, even more suspicious 
of Christianity than Gia Long himself, 
pursued a policy of persecution. The 
expulsion of missionaries and the execu¬ 
tion or imprisonment of their converts, 
from 1820 onward, provoked French re¬ 
taliation—Da Nang harbor was bom¬ 
barded in 1847 —and the accession of the 
imperially-minded Napoleon III in 1852 
signaled a French policy of colonial 
conquest. 


French take control 
of provinces 

In 1857, after Emperor Tu Due had 
refused to guarantee religious liberty and, 
more important, had failed to give pre¬ 
ferential treatment to French commercial 
ventures, the French naval commander in 
the Far East, Admiral Rigault de Gen- 
ouilly, was ordered to take Da Nang 
(called Tourane by the French), not far 
from the imperial capital of Hue. Da Nang 
fell to the French on 2 September 1858; 
Saigon on 17 February 1859. However, the 
campaign (in which the Spanish co¬ 
operated until 1862) at first made little 
headway: Genouilly lacked equipment for 
riverine operations, his men suffered 
severely from tropical diseases, and Viet¬ 
namese Catholics failed to rally to his 
support. Not until 1861, when the Saigon 
garrison was relieved and French rein¬ 
forcements brought in from China, was 
Saigon itself and the three adjacent 
provinces brought under French control. 

A treaty forced upon Tu Due and ratified 
in April 1863 recognized French control of 
the Saigon area and opened major ports to 
French trade; in 1867, faced by civil unrest 
and needing military support, Tu Due was 
constrained to recognize French rule over 
the greater part of southern Vietnam, then 
called Cochin China (Nam Bo or Nam Ky 
to the Vietnamese; central and highland 
Vietnam was called Annam by the French, 
who also referred to the entire country by 
this name, and Trung Bo or Trung Ky by 
the Vietnamese; north Vietnam was Ton¬ 
kin to the French, Bac Bo or Bac Ky to the 
Vietnamese). The French had already 
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1. Ho Chi Minh addresses the Socialist 
(ie. Communist) Congress at Tours. 
France, in 1 920; the SO-year-old dele¬ 
gate from Indochina condemned the 
"abominable crimes" of French colon¬ 
ialism. 2 . The Russian Bolsheviks 
quickly established links with Asian 
Communism: Ho (circled) is seen with 
delegates from Indonesia. India, and 
Japan at the Moscow Comintern Con¬ 
gress. 1 922. 3. Vo Nguyen Giap. seen 
swearing in recruits to the Vietnam 
Liberation Armed Propaganda Group 
in 1 944. later the People's Army, was 
the military genius of Vietnamese 
Communism. 4 . Indochinese national- 
ist/Communists operating against the 
Japanese during World War II were 
supplied with American arms. 
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in 1863, established a protectorate in 
Cambodia. 

French policy in Indochina was rarely 
consistent, and the situation in metro¬ 
politan France —notably the defeat in the 
Franco-Prussian War of 1870 1871 — meant 
that the Vietnamese possessions were, 
until around 1880, ruled in effect by French 
naval officers. By the 1880s, however, 
France was economically and militarily 
able to take a stronger line: in August 1883, 
French ships bombarded Hue and a strong 
ground force moved on Hanoi. Emperor 
Tu Due had recently died, no successor had 
been enthroned, and the court mandarins 
feared to oppose the French. A treaty of 
25 August 1883 recognized Annam and 
Tonkin as French protectorates, paving 
the way for direct French rule. Laos was 
removed from Thai control to become a 
French protectorate in 1893, joining Viet- 
name and Cambodia in the Indochinese 
Union established in 1887. Henceforth, the 
Vietnamese would have little voice in the 
running of their own country: although 
the colonial regime was both inconsistent 
and often inept, a fixed policy of excluding 
native Vietnamese from positions of power 
was always maintained. 


French rule benefits 
only landowners 

French rule in Vietnam cannot be said to 
have benefited France any more than it did 
the indigenous inhabitants. The equitable 
distribution of land, a recurrent problem 
throughout Vietnam’s history, was never 
attempted; industrial investment and de¬ 
velopment was neglected in favor of quick 
profits made by exporting raw materials; 
public health and education were neglect¬ 
ed—in 1939 it was estimated that some 
80 percent of the population was illiterate. 
French merchants, and the Vietnamese 
landowner class (no more than 7,000 
strong) which was their only eager col¬ 
laborator, were the only beneficiaries of a 
system which created a climate in which 
nationalist and revolutionary movements 
were bound to have an ever-increasing 
appeal to the mass of the people. As in 
Algeria, the French colons lived a life 
completely divorced from that of the 
colonized, seldom attempting to arrive at 
any rapport with the Vietnamese. 

Resistance to French rule, at first headed 
by disaffected members of the former 
mandarin administrative class, began as 
soon as it was established. The early revo¬ 
lutionaries aimed at restoring imperial 
power: Phan Boi Chau sought Japanese 
help in putting Prince Cuong De in power. 
Failing, he proclaimed a republican gov¬ 
ernment in exile in China in 1912. Chau’s 
League for the Restoration of Vietnam 
succeeded in raising nationalist sentiment 
against the French before and during 
World War 1, hut in 1925 he was abducted 
by French agents and imprisoned until his 
death in 1940. A revolt proclaimed by the 
young Emperor Duy Tan in 1916 failed 
ignominiously, as did a military insurrec¬ 
tion at Thai Nguyen the following year. 

Of much greater significance was the 
foundation in Vietnam in the 1920s of such 
clandestine, militant organizations as the 
Vietnamese Nationalist Party (Viet Nam 
Quoc Dan Dang) of Nguyen Thai Hoc, 
executed after the failure of a revolt center- 


TT 


ing on Yen Bay in February 1930, and the 
Revolutionary League of the Youth of 
Vietnam (Thanh Nien) in 1926 by Nguyen 
Ai Quoc—who was later to be known as 
Ho Chi Minh. A leader of great charisma 
and infinite cunning. Ho was at various 
times known as Nguyen That Thanh, 
Ly Thuy, Song Man Tcho, Nguyen 0 Phap, 
and Nguyen Sinh Chin. He had almost as 
many political stances as pseudonyms, 
presenting himself as a Nationalist, Com¬ 
munist, pro- and anti-French, Chinese, or 
Japanese, as the situation demanded. It 
has been claimed that it was he who be¬ 
trayed Phan Boi Chau to the French. 

Ho Chi Minh, to use the name by which 
he is best known, used the Thanh Nien as 
the nucleus of the Indochinese Com¬ 
munist Party, which he formed in Hong 
Kong from an amalgamation of rival 
Communist groups in 1930. Communist- 
inspired uprisings in Vietnam in 1930 1931 
were savagely repressed by the French — 
but this had the effect of strengthening the 
Communist Party by removing many of its 
rivals and uniting dissident groups under 
its leadership. Repression again worked to 
Communist advantage at the beginning of 
World War II, when the political con¬ 
cessions made to indigenous Vietnamese 
movements by the French Popular Front 
government were withdrawn. The Com¬ 
munist Party, better organized and disci¬ 
plined that its Trotskyite or religious- 
nationalist rivals like the Cao Dai and Hoa 
Hao sects, was then able to present itself 
as the most viable national liberation 
movement. 


Ho Chi Minh enlists 
international aid 


Japan, with its own colonial ambitions 
in Southeast Asia, took advantage of the 
fall of metropolitan France to move into 
Indochina: in September 1940, the Vichy 
authorities in Vietnam were constrained 
to allow Japan to use the country as a base 
and staging point. Ho Chi Minh was at 
this time in southern China, where the 
Japanese invasion of 1937 had forced the 
Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek into 
an uneasy alliance with the Communists. 
In 1941, at Liu Chou and at Bac Bo in Viet¬ 
nam, Ho succeeded in uniting several 
Communist and Vietnamese Nationalist 
groups into the League for the Indepen¬ 
dence of Vietnam (Doc Lap Dong Minh 
Hoi, subsequently abbreviated to Viet 
Minh). But in 1942 Ho was imprisoned by 
the Chinese Nationalists, who had set up 
the Vietnam Revolutionary League (Dong 
Minh Hoi) as an anti-Communist counter 
to his movement. The Dong Minh Hoi’s 
leaders proved ineffectual; Ho was able to 
convince the Chinese Nationalists that he 
himself was a Nationalist first and a Com¬ 
munist second, his efforts aimed at China’s 
enemy, the Japanese, as much as against 
the French. Ho was set at liberty and given 
command of the Dong Minh Hoi. Returning 
to Vietnam, where the Viet Minh under 
Vo Nguyen Giap had won Allied con¬ 
fidence by their operations against the 
Japanese, Ho was able to advance the 
Viet Minh cause with help from Chinese 
Communists, Nationalists, Americans, 
and British. 

During the war the French had pursued 
their policy of repression unchanged. 
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1. Faced with the task of maintaining 
order in Vietnam south of the 1 6th 
Parallel after the Japanese defeat 
the British Major General Douglas D. 
Gracey made use of former enemies: a 
Japanese soldier posts the British 
declaration of martial law in Saigon. 
September 1945. 2 . Disarmed then 
rearmed for police work: a Japanese 
guard greets HMS Waveney at Saigon. 

4 October 1 945. 3 . General Gracey 
(center) welcomes General Leclerc, 
commander of the French Expeditionary 
Corps, to Saigon on 5 October 1 945; by 
December. 21,500 French troops had 
arrived in southern Vietnam. 4 . Field 
Marshal Count Terauchi. commander of 
the Japanese Army of the South, surr¬ 
enders his sword to Admiral Lord Louis 
Mountbatten. commanding Allied South¬ 
east Asia Command, at a formal ceremony 
in Saigon. 30 November 1945. 5 . General 
Gracey commanded some 26.000 troops, 
comprising his own 20th Indian 
Division, two squadrons of the Royal 
Air Force, a Royal Navy port party, 
and the armored cars of the 1 6th 
(Indian) Light Cavalry, seen here on 
an Armistice Day parade on the Rue 
Catinat, Saigon, in November 1 945. 


49 










refusing the offers of the Viet Minh to aid 
them in resisting the Japanese. The 
Japanese, while making token gestures to 
Vietnamese aspirations towards indepen¬ 
dence, had not won the confidence of the 
people. In March 1945, a Japanese putsch 
removed the Vichy authorities. Seeing the 
Viet Minh as now the main anti-Japanese 
force, the American Office of Strategic 
Services (OSS) began an increased supply 
of arms and instructors to Ho and Giap. 
When the Japanese surrendered in August 
1945, Ho was strong enough to order a 
general uprising, seize Hanoi, and declare 
an independent Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam on 2 September. Emperor Bao Dai 
abdicated to become chief counsellor to 
the Hanoi government. In Saigon, the 
Communist-dominated Provisional Execu¬ 
tive Committee of South Vietnam, led by 
Tran Van Giau, recognized the authority 
of Ho’s northern government. 

The conference of Allied leaders at Pots¬ 
dam had decided that the responsibility for 
disarming the Japanese north of the 16th 
Parallel should lie with Chiang Kai-shek’s 
Chinese Nationalists, while the British 
would do the same in the south. The Chin¬ 
ese, with no sympathy for French colonial 
aspirations, carried out their task without 
interfering with the Hanoi regime. The 
British — who, in spite of the anti-coloni¬ 
alist sympathies of their American ally, 
favored the restoration of French rule — 
were less impartial. Major General 
Douglas D. Gracey’s 20th Indian Division, 
seasoned jungle fighters with artillery 
and air support, some 26,000 men in all, 
allowed Japanese units to keep their 
arms—as well as arming released French 
prisoners — and used them in police actions 
against supporters of the Provisional 
Executive Committee, which had been 
behaving with moderation in the hope of 
attracting Allied support. 

On 23 September 1945, two days after 
General Gracey had proclaimed what 
amounted to a state of martial law in 
Saigon, a mixed force of French Gaullist 
and released Vichy troops, with armed 
colons, stormed the Viet Minh head¬ 
quarters at Saigon town hall, arrested 
members of the Committee (most escaped), 
and hoisted the tricolor. The colonial 
reconquest of Vietnam, and the first Indo¬ 
china War of 1946-1954, had begun. 

At first, however, it seemed that the 
French and the Viet Minh might reach a 
compromise. Ho had admitted a fair pro¬ 
portion of non-Communist Nationalists 
to his government as the price of Chinese 
Nationalist support, and in November 
1945 had made the token gesture of dissolv¬ 
ing the Indochinese Communist Party. In 
March 1946, following Sino-French agree¬ 
ment on the replacement of Chinese troops 
in the north by French, Ho agreed to the 
presence of 25,000 French and French- 
officered Vietnamese troops in the north’s 
major urban areas. France agreed to 
recognize the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam as a free state —part of an Indo¬ 
chinese Federation within the French 
Union, although the real meaning of these 
terms was not clearly defined. French 
troops were to be withdrawn in five annual 
instalments, ending in 1952 when, subject 
to a referendum, the provinces of Cochin 
China would again be part of an indepen¬ 
dent Vietnam. When the non-Communist 


Nationalists denounced the agreements 
and began anti-French agitation, the Viet 
Minh helped the French to suppress them. 
But in spite of this show of solidarity, 
subsequent events showed that neither the 
French nor the Viet Minh had much inten¬ 
tion of adhering to the agreements. 

Disregarding the referendum provision, 
the French High Commissioner for Indo¬ 
china, Admiral d’Argenlieu, proclaimed 
Cochin China an autonomous republic- 
in fact, a French puppet state —on 1 June 
1946. The political powers promised to the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam were 
vested in the ’Tndochinese Federation”, 
an organization under direct French 
control. Conferences in Vietnam and 
France in April and July 1946 collapsed 
without result; both sides were maneuver¬ 
ing for position in the forthcoming conflict. 
On 15 October 1946, French forces moved 
to take over the customs houses in Hai¬ 
phong in order to reassert France’s 
political authority in the north and to 
prevent military supplies from reaching 
the Viet Minh. A French naval bombard¬ 
ment of the port’s Vietnamese quarter on 
23 November resulted in the deaths of some 
6,000 Vietnamese civilians. On 19-20 
December, the Viet Minh (now openly 
a Communist rather than a Nationalist 
movement) countered with a revolt in 
Haiphong. The rising failed because of 
superior French firepower, but Vo Nguyen 
Giap was encouraged by the fact that it 
took the French some seven days to rid the 
city of his ill-equipped forces. 


Viet Minh follow the 
teachings of Chairman Mao 

After this abortive rising the Viet Minh 
pursued a policy of quiet consolidation. 
Giap avoided all-out confrontations and 
thus conformed to one of Mao Tse-tung’s 
key principles of warfare—retaining the 
initiative. Giap believed that in keeping 
the French bogged down he had entered 
what Mao termed the second phase of pro¬ 
tracted warfare (the first being the French 
occupation of cities, towns, and com¬ 
munications routes; the second the stale¬ 
mate; and the third the general counter¬ 
offensive). For the Viet Minh, self- 
preservation was essential. Even when 
confronted by inferior numbers of French 
troops, the guerrillas dispersed. Thus 
Mao’s principle prevailed: ”In every battle 
concentrate absolutely superior forces — 
double, treble, quadruple, and sometimes 
five or six times those of the enemy.” When 
thismaxim was adhered to, the Viet Minh’s 
temporary strategy succeeded; when it 
was ignored, the insurgents suffered 
severely. 

Besides taking military action against 
the Communists, the French were active 
politically. In April 1948, they induced the 
former Emperor Bao Dai to come to Indo¬ 
china to form and head a Vietnamese 
government. Although the French pro¬ 
mised to provide economic support and 
independence at a later date, hidden 
clauses insured French control over 
foreign and military affairs. Militarily, 
the French were barely holding their own. 
Although they increased their strength 
to almost 150,000 men in mid-1949, much 
effort was expended in such purely defen¬ 
sive measures as conducting searches and 
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1. Arriving in Paris on 22 June 1 946, 
following France's recognition of the 
Republic of Vietnam as a free state 
within the French Union and Indochinese 
Federation, Ho Chi Minh is greeted by 
Marius Moutet (right). Minister for Over¬ 
seas Territories. 2 . On 21 December 1 946 
Ho repudiated the agreement with France 
and war followed; even with sacrifices 
like this "suicide soldier" with an 
explosive lance, the Viet Minh could not 
hold the cities. 3 . The Chinese Commun¬ 
ists supported the Viet Minh: Ho. whose 
portrait shares the wall with Mao Tse- 
tung's. is flanked by Vo Nguyen Giap 
(right) and a Chinese technical adviser. 

4 . Ho with his soldiers in 1 950. when 
Giap launched an offensive against 
French outposts near the Chinese border. 

5 . French Legionnaires keep the tri-color 
flying in northern Vietnam. 




patrols and escorting convoys. While the 
French were being harassed and tied down 
by an elusive enemy, the Viet Minh were 
gaining military strength and experience. 

Perhaps the most significant boost to the 
Viet Minh was the Communist victory in 
China. With the defeat of the Nationalist 
Chinese, arms could flow freely across 
friendly borders. Giap, now confident of 
Viet Minh success, announced in February 
1950 that the time of guerrilla warfare had 
passed and that the counter-offensive 
had begun. 

During the campaign season of 1949- 
1950, the French adhered to their laissez 
faire—OY "leave things as they are” — 
policy. Leon Pignon, the French High 
Commissioner, tended to be overmuch 
concerned with military rather than civil 
matters, and influenced his military com¬ 
manders to undertake policies which were 
not always the wisest. Hefailed toreinforce 
the Red River Delta—the Hanoi-Haiphong 
area—and made no effort to pacify its 
agricultural areas. The French also tended 
to underestimate enemy strength, even 
when it was realized that the Viet Minh 
were receiving supplies from China. A 
"wait-and-see” attitude prevailed, but¬ 
tressed by the hope that the United States 
would supply much-needed modern mili¬ 
tary equipment and that the French 
National Assembly would sanction the use 
of conscripts. 

French estimates of the time it would 
take Giap to arm his forces sufficiently 
proved erroneous. Indeed, early in 1950 
Giap had two infantry divisions whose 
equipment included heavy mortars and 
anti-aircraft guns; and by the end of that 
year another, similarly armed, division 
was ready. 

On 16 September 1950, confident of 
success, Giap attacked Dong Khe, a 
French outpost on the ridge forming the 
northeast border with China. The post was 
manned by two companies of the French 
Foreign Legion, some 260 men, who 
resisted valiantly. After an accurate bar¬ 
rage of mortar fire, wave upon wave of 
infantry began the assault. Bitter hand-to- 
hand fighting followed and then, after 
enduring another shelling, the French 
defenders who were outnumbered eight- 
to-one managed an escape through the 
encircling troops. 

After the fall of Dong Khe, Giap attacked 
a force retreating from Cao Bang (another 
post on the ridge) and a relief column 
headed there. On 9 October, he caught the 
reinforcements on the move and in the 
open, forcing a disorganized retreat and 
inflicting a costly defeat upon the French. 

By the end of October, Giap had driven 
the French out of northern North Vietnam. 
The Viet Minh success was mainly due to 
superior numbers and greater mobility. 
Giap’s excellent communications system 
enabled him to concentrate his troops at 
key times and places. Weather also favored 
the Viet Minh: aground mist, to be expected 
after the rainy season, prevented effective 
action by the French Air Force. 

The defeat was one of the worst in French 
colonial history. Out of some 10,000 troops 
stationed along the border, about 6,000 
became casualties or prisoners. Loss of 
equipment was enormous, including more 
than 900 machine guns, 125 mortars, and 
some 13 heavier guns, as well as 1,200 
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automatic rifles, around 8,000 rifles, and 
some 450 trucks. French military morale 
was at a low ebb. Politicians blamed 
soldiers and vice versa. The troops were 
despondent because they believed that 
they had been beaten by an ill-trained and 
ill-equipped guerrilla force. 


The French recover 
and Giap retreats 


Into this scene entered one of France’s 
most famous soldiers: General Jean de 
Lattre de Tassigny was appointed High 
Commissioner and Commander in Chief 
of Indochina in December 1950. Unlike his 
predecessors, he had freedom of action and 
thus did not have to consult Paris before 
undertaking an operation. 

Under de Lattre’s leadership the French 
Air Force began to play a much more 
significant role. American-built aircraft - 
including Grumman F8F Bearcats and 
Douglas B-26 Invaders—hampered Viet 
Minh deployment, forcing them to move by 
night. Napalm, the jellied petroleum 
bomb which bursts into a widely-distri¬ 
buted carpet of flame on contact with the 
ground, was used in Vietnam for the first 
time on 22 December 1950, against a Viet 
Minh concentration at Tien Yen. 

Giap rose to the challenge posed by the 
appearance of a soldier as able as de Lattre 
and sought an immediate showdown. 
Vinh Yen, a small post 35 miles {56km) 
northwest of Hanoi, was selected for this 
purpose, and on 14 15 January 1951 two 
Viet Minh divisions were massed for 
attack. General de Lattre reacted by taking 
persona] command of the battle. The Viet 
Minh threw wave after wave of soldiers at 
about 8,000 French troops. De Lattre 
countered with every available aircraft, 
employing napalm, bombs, and guns, but 
the Viet Minh pressed the attack though 
hundreds burned to death in the billowing 
napalm. But the French held and, on the 
afternoon of 17 January, Giap gave the 
order to retreat. 

This victory proved a morale builder for 
the French. It was estimated that between 
6,000 and 9,000 of the enemy had been 
killed and some 7,000 to 8,000 wounded, 
while around 600 were taken prisoner. 
Giap had made several errors, among the 
most critical being his inability to foresee 
the effectiveness of the French Air Force. 
Napalm had been dropped in huge 
quantities, taking the Viet Minh by 
surprise. 

Even so, as the French realized, the 
victory had been close and had made 
apparent a serious weakness—their in¬ 
ability to pursue the retreating enemy. 
The French were road-bound. This lack of 
mobility was further stressed when, to 
prevent future Communist invasions from 
the north, the Commander in Chief ordered 
the construction of a series of defensive 
positions which became known as the 
’'de Lattre line”. It protected both Hanoi 
and Haiphong with encircling outposts, 
extending from the sea to the vicinity of 
Vinh Yen, and then southeast to the sea 
again. General de Lattre also formed 
guerrilla groups comprised of both French 
and Indochinese, the latter recruited from 
captured Viet Minh. But this innovation 
was short-lived; French officers simply 
disliked "irregular” warfare. 


Giap was not content to remain idle after 
the Vinh Yen defeat, for he desired to 
penetrate the Red River Delta. He at¬ 
tempted twice more to confront the French 
in full-scale battle in the Delta area, at 
Mao Khe in March and along the Day River 
in June 1951. The French were victorious 
at Mao Khe because of superior artillery 
and superb defense. At the Day River con¬ 
frontation the French succeeded because 
they were able to cut the Viet Minh supply 
line and had the support of a local popula¬ 
tion unsympathetic to the Communists. 
At the Day River, Giap over-extended his 
forces, leaving himself without reserves 
and thus causing some to question his 
expertise as a commander. 

These victories of 1951 led to a restora¬ 
tion of morale among the French. Equally, 
the defeats had repercussions among the 
Viet Minh leadership. A scapegoat was 
found in the person of Nguyen Binh, leader 
of Viet Minh affairs in southern Indochina. 
He was unjustly blamed for suggesting the 
Red River Delta action and for not provid¬ 
ing sufficient support for the Viet Minh in 
his area. After the disgraced Nguyen Binh 
died in a skirmish with a French patrol. 
Ho Chi Minh and Vo Nguyen Giap con¬ 
tinued to lead the movement. 


Giap reverts to 
former tactics 


The summer of 1951 was a time of pre¬ 
paration for both sides. Giap reorganized 
his command structure and attempted to 
tighten his control over various functions 
such as the War Bureau, Central Political 
Office, and the Supply Service. General de 
Lattre sought to use the respite of the rai ny 
season to build up his forces, in both men 
and modern equipment. He hoped to 
utilize a recently organized Vietnamese 
National Army more effectively by letting 
Vietnamese take over the defensive sectors, 
thereby freeing French troops for opera¬ 
tions. Of prime importance for the General 
was to strengthen the de Lattre line. 

Giap, eager for some type of victory, 
decided to attack the border forts again, 
this time at Nghia Lo. For four days in 
early October 1951 he ordered wave after 
wave of his 312th Division against the 
French position with little success. Each 
time, the French repulsed the attackers 
with small-arms fire. French paratroops 
were dropped initially as reinforcements 
and then to seek out and scatter the retreat¬ 
ing Vietnamese forces. This success gave 
the French a feeling of false security. 
While they believed in the importance of 
reinforcement by air, they saw no reason 
why they should not continue to hold 
their line of outposts along the ridge. 

General de Lattre de Tassigny was not 
satisfied with defensive victories. He 
realized that a big offensive success was 
needed to silence critical French politi¬ 
cians and to persuade the government to 
provide more funds and reinforcements. 
The General also believed that such a 
victory would sway the skeptical Ameri¬ 
cans towards the provision of additional 
materiel and monetary aid. (Of the $23.5 
million in economic aid allotted by the 
United States to Vietnam, Cambodia, and 
Laos, up to July 1951, by far the greater 
part went to Vietnam.) 

For his offensive, de Lattre decided upon 
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January to November 1 

953 

105mm guns 

24 

Recoilless cannon 

412 

Machine-guns 

416 

Sub machine-guns 

1.050 

Automatic pistols 

5.050 

Mortars (60. 81 and 1 20mm) 

339 

Artillery, mortars, rockets 

170.000 

Small arms (rounds) 

6.000.000 

1 2.7mm 

2.000.000 

Mines 

40.000 

Explosives (tonnes) 

246 

Detonators 

850.000 

Fuse (metres) 

170.000 

Vehicles 

260 

Petrol (gallons) 

855.800 

Combat uniforms 

310.000 

Combat boots (pairs) 

362.000 

Mosquito nets 

1 53.000 

Metal plates 

25.000 

Communications (tonnes) 

200 

Surgical equipment and 


medicine (tonnes) 

45 































1. US military and economic aid to the 
anti-Communist regimes of Southeast 
Asia began in 1950; here, French and 
Vietnamese soldiers man US-built M8 
light armored cars. 2. Marcel Bigeard 
(center), now a four-star general, 
served in Indochina from 1945 onward 
and commanded the 6th Colonial Para¬ 
chute Battalion's drop at Dien Bien 
Phu on 20 November 1 953. 3. Franco- 
Vietnamese infantry advance inland 
during "Operation Camargue" in August 
1953: the Viet Minh were generally 
successful in evading such sweeps and 


seeking battle on their own terms. 

4 . Ho and other members of the Polit¬ 
ical Bureau of the Vietnam Workers' 
Party Central Committee listen while 
Vo Nguyen Giap (standing) explains 
his plan for confronting the French at 
Dien Bien Phu. 5 . Map: Indochina in 
1 953-54, showing zones of French and 
Viet Minh Influence. 6 . Not all Viet¬ 
namese supported the Viet Minh: in a 
village near Hanoi, citizen militia 
organized by the Catholic priest man 
their combat post with ex-British arms, 
including a Bren light machine gun. 





the town of Hoa Binh, a Viet Minh staging 
area about 50 miles (80km) west of Hanoi 
and 25 miles (40km) from the de Lattre line. 
On 14 November 1951 three French para- 
troop battalions successfully occupied 
the town while other French troops began 
opening up two land routes to it. By setting 
up additional posts along these routes the 
French over-extended themselves—and 
Giap took advantage of this. He ordered 
his regional troops to harass French road 
opening efforts, and on 9 December 
ordered a key French outpost at Lang Tu 
Vu attacked. The assault proved a success, 
but because it was Giap’s intent to cause 
enemy casualties rather than to retain 
territory, he vacated his newly-won posi¬ 
tion and allowed the French to retake it. 
Giap’s strategy was successful; he in¬ 
flicted heavy casualties and threatened 
to take Hoa Binh, which the French were 
openly committed to hold at all costs. 

Having claimed a victory in the Hoa 
Binh operation, the French did not wish to 
''lose face” by effecting an orderly with¬ 
drawal, which would have saved many 
lives. A further blow was the departure of 
General de Lattre de Tassigny, who died of 
cancer in January 1952. General Raoul 
Salan, his successor as Commander of the 
French Expeditionary Force, inherited an 
almost desperate situation. He ordered 
the attempts to open the road to Hoa Binh 
halted, a withdrawal from French posts 
along the Black River between Hoa Binh 
and Viet Tri, and finally the abandonment 
of Hoa Binh. Giap was quick to pursue his 
aim of inflicting casualties. By laying 
ambush after ambush, he was able to 
hamper the retreat and destroy many 
elements of the French rearguard. 

With the French retreat both sides 
settled down to re-group; for the most part, 
activity during the summer of 1952 was 
restricted to guerrilla encounters. The 
Viet Minh brought their divisions up to 
full strength and concentrated on training 
with new weapons received from China. 

On the other side General Salan pre¬ 
pared for an all-out fall offensive. He re¬ 
ceived some American supplies: small 
arms, artillery, trucks, amphibious 
vehicles, M26 tanks, and Douglas C-47 
Skytrain aircraft. His hope of partial 
"Vietnamization” of the war proved a 
disappointment, however. The Vietna¬ 
mese National Army suffered from a 
shortage of officers and from desertions 
among troops serving outside their home 
regions. General Salan now found himself 
without sufficient French troops to con¬ 
duct his planned offensive. 

For more than a year Giap had hoped to 
clear the French from the ridge line over¬ 
looking the French outpost at Nghia Lo, 
which would give him control of the 
important watershed area between the 
Red and Black Rivers. With this target in 
mind he ordered his troops to advance 
toward the Delta, fight a withdrawal 
action, and then make an all-out attack on 
Nghia Lo. The assault began on 17 October 
1952: after several attacks the position fell, 
followed by other nearby posts. 

After advancing westward for a month 
the Viet Minh over-extended their supply 
lines and were forced to halt their offen¬ 
sive. Nevertheless, it was a Viet Minh 
victory. The French blamed poor weather, 
leading to ineffective air support, as well 
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as Viet Minh numerical superiority, for the 
defeat. 

While the Viet Minh were pressing for* 
ward into the rugged country around 
Nghia Lo, General Salan planned an 
offensive that would take his forces deep 
into Viet Minh territory. ''Operation 
Lorraine'’, which began on 29 October 
1952, involved a French force of nearly 
30,000 which spread out from the Delta 
region in two groups. The operation met 
with some success, capturing the important 
supply center of Doan Hung (Phu Doan), 
but the road-bound French forces were 
vulnerable to ambush. Further, a force of 
such magnitude created a logistical pro¬ 
blem for the French C-47 transport air¬ 
craft. The operation had to be curtailed and 
a retreat ordered. Thus Lorraine failed to 
achieve its initial objective of forcing the 
Viet Minh divisions into a full-scale battle. 

Between December 1952 and March 1953 
there were no full-scale encounters, but 
lesser activities caused mounting casual¬ 
ties on both sides. French hopes that the 
Viet Minh planned no more full offensives 
until after the summer rains were shattered 
in April 1953, when it became clear that the 
enemy was massing for an invasion of Laos. 
For a month Giap deployed his divisions 
with the skill of a chess master. He fought a 
war of movement—very little encounter 
but constant maneuver — thereby tho¬ 
roughly, confusing the French. 

Giap was able to force the French into 
two centers of defense, then, realizing 
that his primitive supply system could no 
longer sustain afull offensive, he withdrew. 
Although loss of life was minimal on both 
sides, the Viet Minh had clearly won a 
strategic battle. The Communists now had 
freedom of movement through a large 
part of northern Laos and could dominate 
the territory west of the Black River. 
Giap had proved that despite his lack of 
air support he could control the country¬ 
side while keeping the French tied down. 
The French, in order to retain their defense 
centers some 300 miles (480km) from 
Hanoi utilized their entire fleet of C-47s, 
leaving no reserve for action elsewhere. 


Navarre pleas for 
reinforcements 


In May 1953 General Henri Navarre 
succeeded Salan as Commander in Chief. 
Assessing the situation, Navarre realized 
that his forces were over-extended and 
tied to their defensive positions. Tocounter 
this condition he planned to avoid decisive 
battles over the next campaigning season, 
in order to gain time to create a large 
mobile force. But in order to accomplish 
this task he needed American materiel. 
Like his predecessors, Navarre hoped to 
build up the Vietnamese National Army 
for defensive purposes. The new com¬ 
mander believed that with reinforcements, 
as well as American arms, he could at best 
hold the Delta and Cochin China for two 
years and then resume the offensivein 1955. 

Navarre went to France to plead his case 
but returned disappointed with only ten 
battalions. A factor that impaired his plans 
was the unpopularity of the conflict in 
metropolitan France. As casualties mount¬ 
ed, support for the war waned, and the 
French Communist Party, committed to 
the support of the Viet Minh, did every¬ 


thing it could to foster anti-war sentiment. 

Nevertheless, General Navarre sought 
to carry out operations which would 
improve the French position. During the 
rainy season he attempted to seek out the 
enemy and destroy their caches of equip¬ 
ment. He met with some success; but when 
he tried to clear the Viet Minh from the 
northern strip of Cochin China, between 
Quang Tri and Hue, he failed to score a 
major victory because the Viet Minh 
managed to slip away into the swamps. In 
general, the French made the mistake of 
failing to comprehend the improvement 
in both training and equipment that the 
Viet Minh had accomplished during a 
single year. 

A pressing problem for General Navarre 
was the presence of Communist divisions 
in Tongkin, to the north of Laos. The 
General decided to block the main route 
into Laos instead of penetrating the 
Viet Minh’s long established mountain 
stronghold of Viet Bac. Navarre hoped that 
Giap would be forced to divert several 
divisions to the blocking area and, to be in 
a position to stop such a move, he ordered 
the village of Dien Bien Phu to be taken and 
held. Three paratroop battalions, dropped 
from C-47s in November 1953, reoccupied 
the area and began preparations for the 
establishment of a fortified camp. 

Meanwhile, in the south, General 
Navarre launched "Operation Atlante" 
in January 1954. Designed to clear the 
coastal areas of Viet Minh, the operation 
ended in March; its failure demonstrated 
the poor quality of the Vietnamese 
National Army and reinforced the views 
of those who believed the French cause 
hopeless. The disappointing performance 
of the Vietnamese discouraged the French 
who had been forced to replace indigenous 
units with troops from the mobile reserve 
force which Navarre was trying desper¬ 
ately to build. But generally the campaign¬ 
ing season from October 1953 to March 
1954 was marked by indecisive action. As 
before, both sides sought to avoid major 
confrontations. It was a war of movement 
in which Giap again proved superior 
despite his lack of air mobility. 

The village of Dien Bien Phu, 170 miles 
(275km) west of Hanoi, had little strategic 
significance, although it lay only 10 miles 
(16km) from the Laotian border at the 
junction of three main roads. It was situ¬ 
ated in a basin about 12 miles (19km) long 
and 10 miles (16km) wide, encompassed 
by wooded hills. The troops who para¬ 
chuted into the valley late in 1953 built 
two airstrips to link the base with the 
French forces around Hanoi. 

Three main bastions surrounded the 
larger airstrip: Huguette, to the west; 
Claudine, to the south; and Dominique, to 
the north-east. Four smaller outposts - 
Gabrielle, Beatrice, Isabelle, and Ann 
Marie formed the outer defense, while 
the stronghold named Elaine included the 
village itself. The auxiliary airfield lay 
just north of Isabelle, southernmost of the 
outposts. Against this "land-air base", so 
the French hoped, Giap would hurl his 
army to destruction. 

By March 1954, Navarre had a dozen 
battalions dug in around Dien Bien Phu. 
He had almost emptied his arsenal to 
provide them with artillery —two groups 
of 75mm guns, two of 105mm, and four 



Battle of Dien Bien Phu 
Date 

13 March-8 May 1954 

Objective 

To draw the Viet Minh into a set battle 
where French firepower would inflict 
a decisive defeat. 

Forces 

French: c.l 6.000 nnen. 28^105mm 
guns. 10 light tanks 
Viet'Minh: c.50,000 men (+ c.54.000 
in support), c.48 x 105mm guns, c.l 50 
lighter artillery pieces 

Result 

After taking heavy losses. Communist 
troops overran the French garrison 
French losses: 2.293 killed. 5,1 34 
wounded, c.l 1.000 captured (including 
wounded). 62 aircraft destroyed. 

1 67 aircraft damaged 

Viet Minh fosses: c.8.000 killed. 

C.1 5.000 wounded 
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1 . Map: Dien Bien Phu. 2 . In "Operation 
Castor" on 20 November 1 953. three batt¬ 
alions of French. Vietnamese, and Seneg¬ 
alese paratroopers dropped from 64 C-47 
transports to reinforce Dien Bien Phu, 

3 . Giap launched his final offensive on 
1 May 1954; Dien Bien Phu fell one week 
later after a 55-day siege. Here. Viet 
Minh troops, whose losses amounted to 
some 8.000 killed and 1 5.000 wounded, 
swarm over French positions In the last 
hours of the battle. 4 . Although out¬ 
gunned at Dien Bien Phu. where the Viet 
Minh deployed some 48 105mm guns and 
many more smaller pieces, the French 
were generally better equipped than 
the guerrillas: here, a French soldier 
brings to bear a Chatelleraut Model 
1924 M29 light machine gun while a 
comrade with a slung M1949 MAT49 sub¬ 
machine gun directs his fire. 

5 . French prisoners begin the march into 
captivity from Dien Bien Phu. Many 
died on the journey or during "re¬ 
education" in prison: of the garris¬ 
on's original 1 6.000 men, only about 
3.000 survived both the battle and 
subsequent captivity. 2 






155mm weapons, plus a number of mortars. 
Colonel Charles Piroth, the garrison’s 
artillery officer, boasted that his guns 
would easily destroy any artillery pieces 
that the enemy might manhandle into 
firing position. Transports flew in ten M24 
Chaffee light tanks, which were assembled 
at the base. Six Grumman Bearcat fighters, 
armed with napalm, remained on alert at 
the larger airstrip. 

To Colonel Piroth’s astonishment, 
Giap’s men dragged artillery through the 
northern highlands, battered the airfields 
on 10 March, and then advanced behind 
heavy barrages against the weaker out¬ 
posts. Bursting shells uprooted defensive 
positions, few of which were reinforced 
with heavy timbers, and infantry closed 
for the kill. By 18 March, the enemy oc¬ 
cupied Beatrice, Gabrielle, and Ann Marie, 
and Colonel Piroth was dead, having 
committed suicide on 15 March. 

Although the Viet Minh had already lost 
an estimated 2,500 killed, the French were 
in a desperate plight. Enemy artillery 
hammered them unceasingly, and from 
newly-captured Gabrielle and Ann Marie 
anti-aircraft guns dominated the valley. 
Neither the Fairchild C-119s, some of 
which were flown by American civilians, 
nor the smaller C-47s could fly low enough 
to parachute supplies or reinforcements 
with any accuracy. 

Sobered by the losses his troops had 
suffered, Giap attempted to strangle the 
surviving strongholds, moving forward 
every night and then digging in. A short¬ 
age of artillery ammunition prevented the 
French from so much as harassing the 
enemy: the defenders had to husband their 
shells for the final Viet Minh assault. 

This siege warfare ended on 30 March, 
when Giap ordered another mass attack 
which lasted until 5 April. Fierce hand-to- 
hand fighting characterized the battle. 
The Viet Minh penetrated some of the 
French perimeters and destroyed French 
bunkers, but Giap failed to crush French 
resistance. The defenders clung to a 
portion of strongpoint Huguette, almost 
all of Elaine and Claudine, and Isabelle, 
the latter the only one of the distant out¬ 
posts not yet overrun. 

Severe losses and signs of mutiny forced 
Giap to pause. He built up his army to a 
strength of 50,000 against some 16,000 
French and then, on 1 May, resumed 
the offensive. The attackers overran one 
position after another; on 7 May, the 
Viet Minh 308th Division broke through 
the French defenses on Elaine. By evening 
the battle was over, as some 11,000 French 
survivors laid down their arms. 

The courage of the French and the 
hideous suffering of their wounded and 
captured, many of whom died on the long 
march to Viet Minh prison camps, were 
to no purpose. The distance from supply 
depots to the battlefield was too far, the 
number of transport planes too few, the 
artillery support inadequate. Despite 
Giap’s previous success, Navarre and his 
colleagues had gravely underestimated 
the Viet Minh and had paid a high price for 
their folly. The fall of Dien Bien Phu 
deprived France of bargaining strength at 
Geneva, where diplomats were attempting 
to work out a settlement for Southeast 
Asia. The War, unpopular in France and 
grudgingly supported, drew to a close. 
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Rival ideologies in 
a divided nation 

Bernard C. Nalty 


T he Geneva Agreements of 1954 de¬ 
prived France of its Southeast Asian 
colonies. Even as the diplomatic negotia¬ 
tions progressed, Viet Minh forces over¬ 
whelmed Dien Bien Phu, dashing French 
hopes of maintaining a foothold in this 
region. For a time, the United States had 
considered intervening at Dien Bien Phu 
with B-29 Superfortress bomber strikes. 
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, 
backed by the Navy and Air Force, ad- 
,vocated this course, but the Army opposed 
it. General Matthew B. Ridgway had 
already sent a mission to Indochina and 
received a report on the difficulties Ameri¬ 
can ground forces would encounter in 
fighting there. After sounding out Con¬ 
gressional leaders and seeking British 
participation, which was not forthcoming, 
President Dwight D. Eisenhower ruled 
against American involvement. 

The end of the Indochina War left Viet¬ 
nam divided by a Demilitarized Zone 
(DMZ) that generally followed the 17th 
Parallel. An International Control Com¬ 
mission with representatives from Canada, 
Poland, and India—a balance of western. 
Communist, and neutral nations had the 
duty of supervising compliance with the 
Geneva Agreements on both sides of the 
demarcation line. Although the agree¬ 
ments called for free elections within two 
years, resulting, it was hoped, in the 
unification of Vietnam, none took place 
and two separate states evolved. The Viet 
Minh regrouped in the Communist- 
dominated North Vietnam, and the United 
States inevitably allied itself with South 
Vietnam. 


Collective security 
in Southeast Asia 


Although the United States had neither 
intervened at Dien Bien Phu nor signed the 
Geneva Agreements, Secretary Dulles 
hoped to extend the principle of collective 
security to Southeast Asia. In September 
1954, he played a leading part in the 
creation of the Southeast Asia Treaty 
Organization (SEATO) to protect Laos, 
Cambodia, and South Vietnam from Com¬ 
munist aggression. The Geneva Agree¬ 
ments, however, excluded these nations 
from membership, forcing him to look else¬ 
where for partners. The original SEATO 
members were the United States, the 
United Kingdom, France, Australia, New 
Zealand, the Philippines, Thailand, and 
Pakistan (which withdrew from the Or¬ 
ganization in 1972). Dulles hoped for an 
organization resembling NATO, but he 
realized that the widely scattered SEATO 
nations lacked the shared interests and 
cultural and political homogeneity that 
held the Atlantic alliance together. 

On 9 October 1954 the last French troops 
left Hanoi, which became the capital of 


While Ho built a nation 
in North Vietnam 
American fears for the 
security of Southeast 
Asia led to increasing 
US support for the 
authoritarian regime of 
Ngo Dinh Diem in the 
South. Lacking popular 
support, Diem could 
neither solve South 
Vietnam’s internal 
problems nor make an 
adequate response to 
the terrorist threat posed 
by the Communist 
guerrillas known as 
the Viet Cong. 


North Vietnam. With the departing French 
were a few Americans, members of the 
Saigon Military Mission, headed by 
Colonel Edward G. Lansdale, a US Air 
Force officer seconded to the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA), who specialized 
in unconventional operations. Lansdale’s 
men had gone to Hanoi to harass the Viet 
Minh and gather intelligence. All that the 
group accomplished in the way of sabotage 
was to C' ntaminate the fuel supply for 
Hanoi’s bus line, a mere pinprick to the 
conquerors. 

Although these saboteurs and those who 
followed failed to do much damage Lans- 
dale’s propagandists proved to be masters 
of their trade. Taking advantage of the 
period of regroupment agreed upon at 
Geneva, they spread the stories of Viet 
Minh terrorism and the slogans—such as 
'The Virgin Mary has gone South” —that 
helped persuade as many as 900,000 
civilians, most of them Catholics, to flee 
North Vietnam. This exodus generated 
sympathy for South Vietnam, their place 
of refuge, and its new premier, Ngo Dinh 
Diem. 

While the flood of refugees moved south¬ 
ward, around 100,000 Viet Minh troops and 
sympathizers left South Vietnam for the 
Communist North. The recall of these 
troops, required by the Geneva Agree¬ 
ments, represented a setback for Ho Chi 
Minh and Vo Nguyen Giap. They believed 
the Viet Minh could have seized all Viet¬ 
nam if the Soviet Union and China had not 
pressured them into compromise at 
Geneva. In defiance of the agreement, 
approximately 1,000 of Giap’s soldiers 
remained in the South as a cadre for future 
action. 

In fact the break in hostilities proved to 
Ho Chi Minh’s advantage, for converting 
a revolutionary movement into a stable 


government proved difficult. While the 
French had been entrenched at Hanoi, the 
Viet Minh had controlled the countryside, 
collecting taxes, maintaining order, and 
dispensing justice. The new regime en¬ 
countered problems in applying the tech¬ 
niques of local administration over an 
area of 62,000 square miles (160,000 sq km). 
Inefficiency and outright embezzlement 
cost the government heavily, as did’ the 
lack of trained men to replace the tech¬ 
nicians and supervisors who had operated 
the power plants, mines, and textile mills 
that made up the North’s industry. Many of 
these trained individuals were French or 
Vietnamese Catholics who had left the 
country or fled south. 

The Soviet Union, China, and the East 
European Communist states provided ad¬ 
vice and training that helped compensate 
for the loss of skilled men. Included in the 
aid program was the Russian-built Thai 
Nguyen steel mill, the symbol of the new 
Socialist order. But Ho Chi Minh treated 
this assistance as a temporary expedient 
and put together a spartan industrial base 
that could survive without outside help. 
His ultimate aim was for North Vietnam 
to build its own factories and train Viet¬ 
namese technicians and managers to run 
them. 

Although a propaganda triumph for the 
Americans, the departure of 900,000 refu¬ 
gees from North Vietnam created a reser¬ 
voir of land and other property for the 
Communists to distribute among the 
populace. Even so, the same party func¬ 
tionaries who had rallied the peasantry 
against French landlords mismanaged 
land reform and harmed the very people 
they were trying to help. In carrying out a 
scheme for classifying population in terms 
of land ownership, they established cate¬ 
gories so narrow that a mere quarter-acre 
might mean the difference between agricul¬ 
tural worker and landlord, with members 
of the latter class bound over for trial and 
possible confiscation of property, or even 
death. 


“Uncle Ho”, the shrewd 
propagandist 


As many as 50,000 of these "landlords ’ 
may have perished before August 1956, 
when Ho realized his error and promised 
justice to those persons wrongly classified, 
who had escaped execution. This pro¬ 
nouncement came too late — or perhaps the 
administrative machinery responded too 
slowly — for in November a rebellion 
erupted. Giap’s army swiftly restored 
order, killing or relocating some 6,000 
dissidents. 

The disastrous scheme of land reform, 
with its attendant injustices and result¬ 
ant uprising, failed to undermine the 
popularity of Ho Chi Minh. He shunned 
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The Geneva Conference, 1954 

Participants: USA, USSR, UK. France. People's Republic of China. Laos. 

Cambodia, Vietnam (Viet Minh and anti-Communist delegates). 

Agreements 

! 1 Cease-fire line established along 1 7th Parallel (later DMZ), with 300-day "free 

[ movement" across line for Vietnamese pro- and anti-Communist forces. This 

resulted in the partition of Vietnam and the creation of: 

^ North Vietnam 

Area 63.344 sq.miles 

Population (1970) c.22,000,000 

Capita! Hanoi 

I 2 Free elections to reunite the country in 1 956. 

|l 3 Viet Minh guerrillas to evacuate Laos and Cambodia. 

4 An International Supervisory Commission to enforce ceasefire; 
members: Canada. India. Poland. 


South Vietnam 
66.281 sq.miles 
19.300,000 
Saigon 


1. The Geneva Agreements of July 1 954 
provided for a 300-day period of 
"free movement" across the 1 7th para¬ 
llel to allow pro- and anti-Commun- 
ists to relocate. Here soldiers of the 
former French-officered National 
Army and their families leave their 
trucks to board ships that will carry 
them south. As many as 900.000 
civilians joined the exodus from North 
Vietnam. 2. Map: the partition of 
Vietnam in 1 954 3. Members of the 
Viet Minh were among those who 
changed their allegiance after part¬ 
ition: a former Secretary General of the Viet 
Minh in Quang Nam rips a Soviet flag to 
shreds as he pledges loyalty to Ngo Dinh 
Diem, Premier of South Vietnam. 
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the trappings of office, wore black peasant 
garb, and lived the image he had chosen for 
himself—that of venerable "Uncle Ho". 
He was a self-created propaganda master¬ 
piece, but he was also a shrewd and prag¬ 
matic leader, willing to abandon any 
program that did not work, no matter how 
ideologically sound, and to attempt to 
correct its failings. 

Nor did Ho appeal only to a narrow 
segment of the populace. He gained the 
support of North Vietnam’s ethnic min¬ 
orities, especially the mountain tribes. 
During the war against the French he 
recruited some of his best regiments from 
among these groups, and after partition 
he granted them representation in party 
councils. He created three autonomous 
administrative zones for the mountain 
peoples but, ever a pragmatist, abolished 
one of them when its ethnic composition 
proved too diverse for effective govern¬ 
ment. 

Despite temporary setbacks. Ho Chi 
Minh guided North Vietnam along the 
path he had chosen. Administration 
improved, industry grew, and agriculture 
recovered. The nation evolved into a 
Socialist state, drab to western eyes, but 
proud of its accomplishments. 


Ngo Dinh Diem chosen 
as “strong” premier 

In June 1954, while the Geneva Con¬ 
ference was in session, France recognized 
the existence of an independent Vietnam 
ruled by the one-time emperor (1925-45) 
Bao Dai who, after collaboration with the 
Japanese and a brief period as "Citizen 
Prince" under Ho Chi Minh, had fled the 
country in 1946 only to return as a French- 
backed puppet premier in 1949. When he 
took charge of the territory south of the 
demarcation line, Bao Dai faced a dilemma: 
he needed a strong premier to form a 
cabinet, but he did not want someone 
strong enough to unseat him. 

His choice was Ngo Dinh Diem, a fiercely 
independent man who had collaborated 
with neither the Japanese nor the Viet 
Minh, and only briefly with the French. 
During his short-lived career as a pro¬ 
vincial administrator under the French, 
and as Bao Dai’s Minister of the Interior 
in the 1930s, he had earned a reputation 
for industry and honesty. Before World 
War II, convinced that France would not 
grant Vietnam self-government, he left 
the service of the colonial regime. After 
the war, he was offered high administrative 
posts by both Ho Chi Minh and Bao Dai, 
but refused to commit himself to either 
party and went into voluntary exile. 
During this time, he spent two years in the 
United States, where he met a number of 
influential fellow Catholics and others 
committed to the cause of a non-Com- 
munist Vietnam. 

When Bao Dai again approached him in 
1954, Diem insisted upon full authority 
over both the Army and the civil admini¬ 
stration. Aware of the danger that he was 
creating a rival, Bao Dai nevertheless 
agreed, after receiving from Diem an oath 
of personal loyalty. The new premier soon 
learned that exercising power was even 
more difficult than gaining it. 

Unlike North Vietnam, where Vo 
Nguyen Giap had forged a single army. 


the South was cursed with private military 
forces. Besides the regular South Vietnam 
National Army (SVN), organized by the 
French and nominally loyal to Diem, and 
the Viet Minh cadremen, loyal to Ho and 
Giap, there existed three independent 
forces. Two of them represented religious 
sects; the third fought on behalf of or¬ 
ganized crime. 

The older of the religious groups was the 
Cao Dai, which dated from the early 1920s. 
Membership totaled 1.5 to 2 million 
persons, most of them peasants living 
northwest of Saigon, South Vietnam’s 
capital. This sect combined aspects of 
Asian religions with Christian beliefs, 
venerating a variety of gods and demi¬ 
gods that included St. Joan of Arc and Sun 
Yat-sen, and maintaining a hierarchy 
modeled on that of the Roman Catholic 
church. Although they had cooperated 
with the Viet Minh, they broke with the 
Communists and accepted French arms 
which they used against their former allies. 
The Cao Dai "army” consisted of some 
30,000 men. 

The other sect, the Hoa Hao, was a 
schismatic Buddhist group, slightly 
smaller than the Cao Dai, with its member¬ 
ship concentrated in the Mekong Delta. 
The Viet Minh attempted to recruit the 
Hoa Hao as allies, failed, and waged war 
against them. The Communists, however, 
merely succeeded in driving the sect, 
with its army of 10,000 to 15,000 men, into 
an uneasy alliance with the French. 

The third group, the Binh Xuyen, con¬ 
trolled gambling, opium distribution, and 
prostitution —along with several more 
or less legitimate businesses —in the Sai- 
gon-Cholon area. The Viet Minh had 
incurred the hatred of this nationalistic 
secret society, and Bao Dai permitted Le 
Van Vinh (or Van Le Vien), the group’s 
leader, to buy control not only of Saigon’s 
underworld but also of the city police. 
With 2,5(X) soldiers and possibly three 
times that number of police and thugs, 

Le Van Vinh prevented the Viet Minh 
from operating in the capital city. 

Colonel (later General) Edward Lans- 
dale, who had remained at Saigon, per¬ 
suaded Diem to eliminate these rivals and 
provided American funds to help him. 
Diem was able to combine bribery with 
force to prevent the three groups from 
joining forces against him. He invited the 
two religious sects to nominate officers for 
his cabinet, then used American money to 
replace the subsidy the French had given 
them. An estimated $12 million found its 
way into the Hoa Hao and Cao Dai trea- 3 
suries. 


Victory over sects 
bodes ill for future 


The Binh Xuyen made such immense 
profits from its legal and underworld 
endeavors that it could not be bought. 
Diem had to use force. In January 1955, 
Diem canceled the "arrangement” that 
Bao Dai had made with this group. Furious, 
Bao Dai ordered his prime minister to 
leave the country, but Diem refused. 
Fighting between Diem’s SVN Army and 
the Binh Xuyen erupted during the follow¬ 
ing month. Assisted by French junior 
officers who, among other things, operated 
Diem’s communications center, the Army 
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1. By late 1 957 Communist guerrillas 
had begun campaigning in the south: 
the villagers of Moc Hoa welcome 
troops of the Army of the Republic 
of Vietnam (ARVN) who engaged the 
guerrillas west of Saigon. 2. Men 
of the 30.000-strong private army 
of the pantheistic Cao Dai sect 
parade in Saigon in 1 955 before 
integration with the ARVN. 

3. Swayed by bribes from Premier Diem 
out of US-supplied funds. General 
Trinh Minh. Cao Dai commander, led 
his men into the ARVN and became a 
brigadier general. 4. US Vice President 
President Lyndon B. Johnson with 
Ngo Dinh Diem during his visit to 
South Vietnam in May 1 961.5. Guer¬ 
rillas of the National Liberation 
Front of South Vietnam—the Viet 
Cong — patrol in South Vietnam, where 
some 1,000 Communist cadres remaining 
after partition were joined by about 
2,000 North Vietnamese infiltrators 
to form the nucleus of the Viet Cong 
in 1 960. 6 . Potential officers of 
the Viet Cong receive instruction 
at a clandestine school in a jungle 
area of South Vietnam. 
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drove the Binh Xuyen forces into the 
Rung Sat, a swamp east of Saigon. Le Van 
Vinh found a comfortable refuge in Paris. 

Diem now turned upon the two religious 
sects. The bribes given the Cao Dai per¬ 
suaded them to stand aside as the Hoa Hao 
came under attack. Once again Diem’s 
army prevailed, thanks in no small mea¬ 
sure to secret aid from the French Navy, 
which ferried troops and supplies through¬ 
out the Mekong Delta. The Hoa Hoa forces 
were scattered and the Cao Dai isolated. 

These victories, though decisive in 
terms of Diem’s survival, proved far from 
complete. Numerous Hoa Hao survivors, 
infuriated by the execution of their cap¬ 
tured leader, became potential allies of the 
Viet Minh cadres that remained in the 
South. The existence of smaller groups of 
Binh Xuyen stragglers and embittered 
Cao Dai also boded ill for the future of South 
Vietnam. 


The autocratic rule 
of Premier Diem 


Securely in command, at least for the 
moment, the premier turned his attention 
to Bao Dai. While in exile in the United 
States, Diem had acquired influential 
friends who now rallied behind the hard¬ 
working premier in his efforts to depose 
the weak-willed, self-seeking ruler. They 
included Senators Mike Mansfield and 
Hubert Humphrey, a Minnesota Demo¬ 
crat, who told his colleagues that Diem 
was 'The best hope that we have in South 
Vietnam”, declaring that, if prince and 
prime minister were to clash, "it is Bao Dai 
who must go. . . .” 

In April 1955, as the campaign against 
the private armies approached a success¬ 
ful conclusion. Diem convened an extra- 
legal assembly that, obedient to his wishes, 
called for the dismissal of Bao Dai, the 
creation of a new government headed by 
Diem, and the prompt departure of those 
French officers permitted to remain in the 
South by the Geneva Agreements. The 
final part of Diem’s plan was a brazenly 
rigged referendum, held in October 1955, 
which endorsed the new republic. In one 
area, 450,000 voters cast 600,000 ballots; 
98 percent of the electorate were deemed 
to have spurned Bao Dai in favour of Diem. 

Although a few French officers had 
aided Diem during the 1955 fighting, their 
government now favored Ho Chi Minh as 
potential ruler of a united Vietnam. The 
North Vietnamese leader, it was thought, 
might evolve into an Asian Tito, indepen¬ 
dent of Moscow and Peking and willing to 
deal with France. Diem understandably 
detested Vietnam’s former colonial 
masters, who now refused to support him, 
and once he had toppled Bao Dai he up¬ 
rooted the remaining French influence. 
Confident of American aid, he turned his 
back on French economic assistance and 
demanded that France cease its overtures 
to Hanoi and follow the policies that 
Diem dictated. 

Like Ho Chi Minh in the North, Diem 
faced the problems of satisfying land- 
hungry peasants and winning the loyalty 
of ethnic minorities, especially in the 
Central Highlands. The arrival of some 
900,000 refugees, already noted, further 
complicated the difficult task of land re¬ 
form. Diem gave precedence to these 


newcomers as he tried to provide plots in 
uninhabited areas, usually in the High¬ 
lands, or on tracts purchased from land¬ 
holders. In either case, the new tenant 
was required to pay for the land he received, 
so that the peasant seldom saw much 
improvement in his lot—he would con¬ 
tinue to make payments, though perhaps 
smaller than before, far into the future. 
Under Diem, although the number of 
individual landowners increased, some 
45 percent of the land ended up in the hands 
of two percent of the landholders, with 
many of the larger tracts belonging to 
refugees from the North. Thus, Diem failed 
to create a loyal peasantry by his agricul¬ 
tural reforms. 

Nor did the South Vietnamese govern¬ 
ment succeed in winning the support of the 
mountain tribes. Lowland Vietnamese 
looked upon these tribesmen as savages 
and treated them with contempt. Later, 
when Diem began gathering villagers into 
agrovilles to protect them from Commu¬ 
nist guerrillas, his agents ignored the 
traditions of the mountain peoples. Dis¬ 
content caused by this resettlement effort, 
with other instances of Lowland Vietna¬ 
mese insensitivity, created sympathy for 
Communist insurgents instead of loyalty 
to the government. 

In 1956 South Vietnam adopted a new 
constitution, a document that contained 
the seeds of genuine democracy. The 
North Vietnamese constitution, adopted 
four years later, appeared to establish a 
model Communist state. In practice, how¬ 
ever, the constitution of South Vietnam 
became the vehicle through which Diem 
and his family—especially his brother 
Ngo Dinh Nhu —autocratically ruled the 
country, while the constitution of North 
Vietnam legitimized the equally despotic 
reign of Ho Chi Minh and the Communists. 

The similarity between North and South 
extended into domestic politics. Ngo Dinh 
Nhu created the Can Lao Kan Vi (Revolu¬ 
tionary Labor Party) to perpetuate his 
brother’s rule. Made up of disciplined cells 
like the Communist party, upon which it 
was modeled, the Can Lao, sometimes 
called "the invisible government”, in¬ 
filtrated government agencies, rival politi¬ 
cal organizations, and army units, 
rewarding Diem’s supporters and punish¬ 
ing his enemies. Ngo Dinh Nhu’s wife, 
whose father became Ambassador to the 
United States, performed a similar task in 
organizing women and youth. Of Diem’s 
other brothers, one became political boss 
of central South Vietnam; another Arch¬ 
bishop of Hue; and a third Ambassador to 
Great Britain. (The dictator’s elder brother 
had been executed by Viet Minh forces 
in 1945.) 


The Viet Cong begin 
guerrilla warfare 


American military advisers believed 
that Diem was growing stronger as the 
regular Army of the Republic of Vietnam 
(ARVN), with a strength in excess of 
135,000, completed training. Backbone of 
the force was the 10,000-man infantry 
division, armed with standard US weapons 
such as the Ml semi-automatic rifle, the 
105mm howitzer, and the 107mm (formerly 
designated 4.2in) M30 mortar. Had the 
enemy chosen to attack across the De- 



60 






















1. Alienated minorities in the South 
—stragglers from the Cao Dai and 
other suppressed sects and tribesmen 
traditionally scorned by lowland 
Vietnamese—swelled the ranks of the 
Viet Cong: here, Mekong Delta villag¬ 
ers are seen in the "black pajamas" 
of the guerrilla with Soviet-designed 
weapons. 2. Although North Vietnam 
suffered from the exodus of French- 
trained and Catholic technicians in 
1954, Chinese and Russian aid allowed 
the construction of such major in¬ 
dustrial facilities as the Thai 
Nguyen steel mill. 3. At a jungle 
school in South Vietnam. Communist 
cadremen study the works of Mao Tse- 
tung. whose philosophy of warfare 
informed their strategy from 1946 
onward. 4. Map; the Demilitarized 
Zone. 21 July 1 954, 5. The Viet Cong 
carried Soviet. Chinese. East European, 
and captured US and French arms: this 
guerrilla has a Russian 7 62mm SKS 
(Simonov) carbine of World War II 


militarized Zone, these divisions might 
have proved effective, but they could not 
defeat the guerrillas of the National 
Liberation Front of South Vietnam, 
popularly known as the Viet Cong. 

For almost three years after the Geneva 
settlement. Ho Chi Minh had devoted all 
his energy to consolidating control over 
North Vietnam. From the South, Le Duan, 
the senior Viet Minh leader remaining 
there after partition, constantly urged 
that Diem be overthrown. In 1957 he visited 
Hanoi, and by the year’s end guerrilla 
warfare against Diem had begun. 


Strength of the 
Viet Cong insurgents 


3 During 1957, the Viet Minh cadremen 
who had remained in South Vietnam since 
the Geneva settlement began preparing 
for action. They retrieved weapons hidden 
away for three years, arming themselves 
with a variety of rifles and automatic 
weapons manufactured in the United 
States, Russia, Japan, and Western Europe. 
The most prized weapons were American- 
made Ml rifles and M2 carbines, some of 
them captured by Chinese Communist 
troops on the mainland or in Korea and 
shipped to Southeast Asia. Their principal 
attraction was not only effectiveness but 
the availability of ammunition, which 
could be captured from government forces. 

Joined by fewer than 2,000 North Viet¬ 
namese troops who infiltrated the South 
before 1960, these Viet Minh veterans 
formed the nucleus of the Viet Cong. They 
recruited followers from among the sur¬ 
viving Binh Xuyen and Hoa Hao and from 
Cao Dai dissidents. The mountain tribes, 
thoroughly alienated by Diem’s policies, 
proved a valuable source of support. 

Besides enlisting, arming, and training 
guerrillas, the Viet Cong conducted acts of 
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terrorism, set up bases, and created an 
intelligence network. This web of agents, 
added to the inherent mobility of Viet 
Cong units, enabled the insurgents to 
ambush the slower-moving government 
forces or to assassinate local officials and 
vanish into the shadows before soldiers or 
police could react. 

The tempo of the fighting gradually 
increased. Individual acts of terrorism 
kidnapping, bombing, and murder—esca¬ 
lated to raids and ambuscades. South 
Vietnamese patrols discovered tracks lead¬ 
ing into their country from Laos, links to 
the rapidly developing supply and in¬ 
filtration route that came to be called the 
Ho Chi Minh Trail. During 1958, organized 
Viet Cong units attacked a government 
prison, releasing 50 persons arrested in a 
round-up of suspected Communists, and 
defeated a company of South Vietnamese 
regulars in an attack on a rubber planta¬ 
tion. By the year’s end, around 2,000 Viet 
. Cong had formed military organizations 
varying in size from 50 to 200 men. 

In spite of Viet Cong successes in 
irregular warfare. Lieutenant General 
Samuel Williams, who late in 1955 had 
replaced General J. W. O’Daniel as Chief 
of the US Military Assistance Advisory 
Group (MAAG) established early in 1953, 
insisted that Diem’s army concentrate on 
conventional warfare, leaving the police 
and irregular forces to deal with the in¬ 
surrection. When the regular army did 
attack Viet Cong entrenched in War Zone 
D, some 19 miles (30km) northwest of 
Saigon, the defenders fought back until 
scattered by artillery. Meanwhile, as 
terrorism increased in the South, Ho Chi 
Minh called a Party Congress at Hanoi in 
September 1960, where it was vowed to 
"liberate” South Vietnam. In December 
of that year. Ho announced the formation 
of a National Front for the Liberation of 
South Vietnam. Although presented as a 
coalition of Diem’s enemies, the organiza¬ 
tion remained under Communist control 
and was to become known as the Viet Cong. 


The internal problems 
facing Diem 


Ngo Dinh Diem did not lack enemies. 
His suppression of the religious sects and 
his apparent program of fighting Com¬ 
munism by arresting anyone who opposed 
him alienated many anti-Communists. He 
ruled with a puritanical zeal and could 
be as ruthless as Ho Chi Minh but with¬ 
out the North Vietnamese leader’s 
charisma. "Uncle Ho" mingled with the 
people and always preserved the illusion 
that he was carrying out their desires. 
Diem remained isolated from the masses, 
surrounded himself with openly self- 
seeking family members, and ruled by 
decree. Even his clothing betrayed him; 
while Ho dressed like a peasant. Diem 
wore the white, western-style suits favored 
by French colonial administrators. 

Diem, moreover, could not entirely trust 
the regular troops of what was now the 
Army of the Republic of Vietnam (AR VN). 
In November 1960, three airborne bat¬ 
talions laid siege to the presidential 
palace, extracting promises that Diem 
would broaden the government dominated 
by the Can Lao party and members of his 
family. Even as he made these pledges. 


Diem summoned loyal troops who sur¬ 
rounded and disarmed the rebels. Once the 
threat had passed, Diem failed to implement 
the promised reforms. 

After six years as virtually unchallenged 
chief of state. Diem remained insecure. 
His popular support was waning, his army 
could not fight the kind of war the Viet 
Cong had begun, and his nation’s economy 
depended almost exclusively upon Ameri¬ 
can aid. Yet, compared to Laos and Cam¬ 
bodia, the other states depending upon 
the Geneva Agreements, South Vietnam 
seemed the best place to resist Communism. 


Communist intervention in 
Cambodia and Laos 


Besides signaling the end of French rule 
in a divided Vietnam, the Geneva Agree¬ 
ments of 1954 had conferred independence 
on the kingdoms of Cambodia and Laos. In 
Cambodia, which had, in fact, refused to 
sign the Agreements, Prince Norodom 
Sihanouk walked a tightrope of neutrality. 
As King (1941-55), political leader (1955- 
60), and head of state (1960-70), he suc¬ 
ceeded, even though he had to allow the 
Communists to move supplies through 
his country, permit American bombing, 
and ignore ground probes that crossed the 
border from South Vietnam. 

In Laos, Prince Souvanna Phouma tried 
to carry out the Geneva Agreements by 
fashioning a neutral coalition, balancing 
the Communist Pathet Lao under his half- 
brother Prince Souphanouvong against 
Prince Boun Gum’s American-supported 
faction. Boun Gum enjoyed the support of 
a 25,000-man Royal Army, commanded by 
General Phoumi Nosavan and paid for by 
the United States. While the Royal Army 
recruited and trained the lowland peoples, 
Souphanouvong’s Pathet Lao enlisted 
members of the more warlike mountain 
tribes such as the Meo. Eventually the 
Americans followed the example of the 
Pathet Lao, creating their own Meo con¬ 
tingent under Colonel Vang Pao. 

After Souphanouvong polled the 
greatest number of votes in the 1958 
election, the United States pressured 
Souvanna into resigning. His successor, 
the American-backed Phoui Sananikone, 
tried to continue the policy of neutrality, 
but early in 1959, when Souphanouvong 
was arrested, one of the Pathet Lao bat¬ 
talions scheduled for integration with the 
Royal Army fled northward and began a 
guerrilla campaign along the North Viet¬ 
namese border. About a year later, in May 
1960, Souphanouvong himself escaped to 
the north to rejoin the Pathet Lao. 

Skirmishing between the Royal Army 
and Pathet Lao continued during the 
summer, with Captain Kong Le’s para¬ 
chute battalion emerging as the best 
government unit. Gn 5 August 1960, how¬ 
ever, Kong Le’s 600 paratroopers seized 
Vientiane, the administrative capital of 
Laos. Kong Le accused the United States 
of colonialism and demanded the forma- 
of a truly neutral government under 
Souvanna Phouma, Phoui Sananikone 
having been deposed in December 1959 by 
a rightist army faction led by Phoumi 
Nosavan. The General Assembly promptly 
directed the prince to form a new cabinet. 

Souvanna Phouma’s new regime, al¬ 
though receiving support from Britain, 



1. In Laos the neutralist regime 
received US support against the 
Communist Pathet Lao: an American mil¬ 
itary adviser demonstrates a Browning 
.50-caliber M2 machine gun to barefoot 
Brigadier General Kouprasith of the 
Royal Laotian Army in 1 961 2. As well 
as bringing men and materiel through 
Laos, the Viet Cong were supplied by 
sea; a South Vietnamese junk patrol 
attempts to interdict the coastal 
routes. 3. North Vietnam also supplied 
the Pathet Lao: these North Vietnamese 
regulars were captured by Royal Lao¬ 
tian troops while guarding a cache of 
Chinese-manufactured materiel near 
Thakhek. in the Laotian panhandle near 
the Thai border, 4. This cave in 
north-central Laos was a supply dump 
for the Vietnamese Communists. 
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France, and the Soviet Union, was strongly 
opposed by Phoumi Nosavan and Boun 
Oum, supported by the United States and 
Thailand. The Soviet Union reacted to the 
crisis by using Ilyushin 11-14 transports to 
fly materiel from Hanoi to Vientiane to 
help Kong Le repel the Royal Army, now 
advancing to depose the neutralist regime. 
The two forces engaged in a long-range 
artillery duel, destroying much of Vien¬ 
tiane and killing or wounding some 1,600 
persons, almost all noncombatants. Kong 
Le had to retreat to the Plain of Jars in 
north-central Laos, but Phoumi Nosavan 
did not press his advantage and Kong Le 
was able to link up with the Pathet Lao. 

The Soviet Union now sent additional 
aid, including trucks and anti-aircraft 
guns, to the Pathet Lao-neutralist coali¬ 
tion. Meanwhile, the United States in¬ 
creased its aid to Phoumi Nosavan, 
providing six North American AT-6 Texan 
(Harvard) single-engine trainers of World 
War II vintage. These aircraft served as 
fighter-bombers in support of the Royal 
Army’s sluggish advance toward the Plain 
of Jars. US Army Special Forces training 
tion of a truly neutral government under 
teams tried to improve the skills of 
Phoumi’s men, but the North Vietnamese 
matched this effort by assigning Viet Cong 
cadres to Pathet Lao units. 


The North Vietnamese 
attack Laos 


America’s lack of strategic reserve. 
West European opposition to armed inter¬ 
vention, and the poor quality of the Royal 
Army of Laos, persuaded newly-elected 
President John F. Kennedy to settle for a 
neutral Laos. Nikita A. Khrushchev, the 
Soviet premier, also felt that Laos was not 
worth a war. North Vietnam’s main con¬ 
cern was safeguarding the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail; the Pathet Lao felt that victory was 
a matter of time; China thought primarily 
of border security. As a result, these powers 
agreed to another 'bargaining session at 
Geneva in May 1961, devoted to creating a 
neutral Laos. 

Giving the lie to Communist charges 
that he was an American puppet, Phoumi 
Nosavan almost singlehandedly disrupted 
President Kennedy’s plans for Laos. Con¬ 
fident that he had the backing of the United 
States military, he refused to cooperate in 
forming a coalition cabinet, as agreed at 
Geneva in mid-1962, and rashly massed his 
troops in the Muang Luong-Nam Tha 
area, near China’s sensitive border. On 
6 May 1962, after three months of probing. 
North Vietnamese forces attacked. The 
5,000 defenders retreated in panic, some of 
them fleeing to Thailand. Phoumi Nosa- 
van’s humiliation enabled the factions to 
agree on a coalition government including 
both Pathet Lao and rightist elements, 
headed by Souvanna Phouma, which took 
office later that summer. 

The struggle, however, continued 
throughout the 1960s. North Vietnam 
used the Pathet Lao to protect the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail; the United States jabbed at the 
enemy with Vang Pao’s Meo guerrillas. 
The Kingdom of Laos remained a pawn in 
a larger struggle: just four years after he 
had rebelled against a US-dominated 
regime, Kong Le denounced the Soviet 
Union for trying to make Laos its colony. 
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US intervention and 
the fall of Diem 

Dr. William Michael Hammond 


P resident John F. Kennedy confronted 
a deteriorating situation in Southeast 
Asia almost from the moment he took office 
in January 1961. In Laos, a pro-American 
faction led by Phoumi Nosavan was losing 
ground to a pro-Communist group sup¬ 
ported by the Soviet Union. In South 
Vietnam, President Ngo Dinh Diem was 
fighting a losing battle with Communist 
insurgents. 

Kennedy was at first more concerned 
'with Laos than with South Vietnam, but 
his policies toward the one came to affect 
his relationship with the other. Deciding, 
in May 1961, not to send US troops to Laos, 
Kennedy attempted to dampen down the 
situation there by agreeing to a cease-fire 
and by supporting a coalition government 
headed by the neutralist Prince Souvanna 
Phouma. Yet in doing so he recognized 
that other Southeast Asian leaders would 
view his action as a sign of American 
weakness and would begin to doubt 
America’s commitment to their mutual 
defense. Already politically embarrassed 
by the recent Bay of Pigs fiasco in Cuba, 
Kennedy could ill afford another defeat. 
Thus, he decided to demonstrate American 
resolve by standing firm against further 
Communist aggression in South Vietnam. 

Kennedy’s decision came at a difficult 
time in South Vietnam, where Communist 
insurgents were waging large-scale guer¬ 
rilla warfare, instigating more than 600 
incidents each month and exercising 
varying degrees of control over some 58 
per cent of the countryside. Meanwhile, 
Eldridge Durbrow, American Ambassador 
to South Vietnam, was reporting wide¬ 
spread popular dissatisfaction throughout 
the country, both with Diem’s failure to 
cope with the Viet Cong and with his auto¬ 
cratic methods of government. For months 
Durbrow had been urging Diem to imple¬ 
ment reforms to put the country on a strong 
wartime footing and to win the allegiance 
of the people to the government. But 
Diem—mistrusting foreigners and intent 
upon preserving his own power - pro¬ 
crastinated by issuing token decrees that 
changed nothing. 


America presses Diem 
to make reforms 


Nevertheless, Kennedy felt compelled 
to show his support for South Vietnam and 
decided on a new approach that he hoped 
would gain Diem’s cooperation and stabil¬ 
ize the situation. Sending Vice President 
Lyndon Baines Johnson to Saigon on 12 
May 1961, Kennedy told him to proclaim 
American solidarity with the South Viet¬ 
namese. With Johnson travelled Frederick 
E. Nolting, Jr., the new American Am¬ 
bassador to South Vietnam, with instruc¬ 
tions to abandon Ambassador Durbrow’s 
forthright approach and to "get on Diem’s 


While rioting Buddhists 
and students tore apart 
South Vietnam’s cities 
Communist terror squads 
murdered Diem’s 
ofticials and US military 
advisers died in battles 
half-heartedly fought by 
the South Vietnamese 
Army against the Viet 
Cong. In November 1963, 
with the tacit support 
of American ofticials, 
Diem’s generals launched 
a coup against the 
dictator, who died at 
the hand of an 
unknown assassin 


wave-length”. If hammering at Diem for 
reforms had failed, Kennedy and his 
advisers reasoned, perhaps coaxing would 
work. 

Although he established a friendly 
relationship with Diem, Nolting had little 
more success than his predecessor: Diem 
remained unwilling to make the changes 
the United States desired. Nolting, for 
example, advised that control of counter¬ 
guerrilla operations should be completely 
in the hands of military officers, as opposed 
to Diem’s practice of forcing military com¬ 
manders to work in concert with provin¬ 
cial leaders who were primarily politicians. 
But Diem, fearing the coup potential of 
his generals, preferred to leave control of 
local military units (the bulk of South 
Vietnam's fighting forces) in the hands of 
men personally loyal to him. The result was 
a needlessly complex chain of command 
leading to military operations that ac¬ 
complished little. Nolting also advised 
Diem to break up the large land-holdings 
of South Vietnam’s upper classes and to 
distribute the acreage among the country’s 
landless peasantry—in one step stealing a 
major program from the Viet Cong and 
cementing the peasants’ interests firmly to 
those of the government. Diem, who owed 
much of his power to the landowners and 
upper classes, was unwilling to trade their 
support for the possibility that the common 
people might rally to his side. Himself a 
product of the "mandarin" class the 
Confucian ideology predominant in Viet¬ 
nam from the 11th to the 19th centuries had 
never been truly eradicated- Diem be¬ 
lieved that, like the former Emperors of 
China, he possessed a "mandate from 
heaven”, and expected the people to follow 
him as a leader by ”divine right”. 

The worsening situation in South Viet¬ 
nam reached a new low in September 1961, 


when the Viet Cong captured a provincial 
capital, Phuoc Vinh, only some 55 miles 
(89km) north of Saigon, and publicly 
"tried” and decapitated the provincial 
chief. ARVN forces recaptured the town 
next day; 75 ARVN personnel and civilians 
were killed, with an estimated 100 Viet 
Cong dead. By November, the terrorist 
organization had grown from the few 
thousand men of the late 1950s to an 
estimated strength of 17,000; Communist 
infiltrators were entering the country 
from North Vietnam by way of Laos; and 
the Viet Cong were threatening the 
approaches to Saigon. 

When Vice President Johnson visited 
South Vietnam in May, he mentioned the 
possibility either of sending US combat 
troops into the country or of negotiating a 
security treaty. Diem had then refused 
both suggestions, preferring to preserve 
his government’s complete autonomy; but 
with his increasing difficulties in Sept¬ 
ember, he decided to ask the United States 
for a bilateral defense treaty. The low 
morale of his people and Army, he told 
President Kennedy, was caused by their 
fear that America might abandon them as 
it had Laos —although most American 
officials put the blame on Diem’s failure to 
deal effectively with the Viet Cong. 


Increased US aid to 
South Vietnam 


On 11 October, President Kennedy 
dispatched General Maxwell D. Taylor, 
his personal military adviser, and Dr. 
Walt W. Rostow, one of his aides, to South 
Vietnam to study the alternatives open to 
the United States. The two envoys con¬ 
cluded that the situation was indeed 
serious, but that an anti-Communist 
victory was still possible if the United 
States acted promptly to shore up South 
Vietnamese morale. What the President 
should do, they asserted in their final 
report, was commit American combat 
troops to South Vietnam to resolve the 
doubts caused by the Laotian settlement. 
Further, generous American aid in both 
money and manpower to all levels of the 
South Vietnamese government and Army 
might well result in the reformation of the 
Diem regime and give South Vietnam the 
will to win. 

Kennedy and his advisers at first con¬ 
sidered sending a token combat force, 
but for the time being dropped this idea 
on the grounds that victory must be accom¬ 
plished by the South Vietnamese them¬ 
selves. Instead, they settled upon a program 
of increased American aid. Ambassador 
Nolting was told that if Diem would agree 
to a series of political, military, and 
economic reforms, the United States 
would deploy helicopters, aircraft, intel¬ 
ligence and air reconnaissance groups. 
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1. Among the arms used by the Viet 
Cong were American weapons captured 
in Korea and handed on by China: the 
guerrilla in the bow of the boat 
carries a US-made Browning Automatic 
Rifle. 2. Vice President Lyndon B. 

Johnson greets South Vietnamese dur¬ 
ing an Asian fact-finding tour. 

3. Men of the South Vietnamese Junk 
Force search a fishing boat suspected 
of carrying arms and supplies for the 
Viet Cong. 4. ARVN troops after a 
victory over the Viet Cong: the Army's 
counter-guerrilla campaign was hampered 
by President Diem's distrust of his 
generals and his consequent insist¬ 
ence on subordinating military 
commanders to civilian officials. 
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and other men and equipment to improve 
the ARVN’s training and logistical 
capabilities. 

Diem readily agreed to the arrangement, 
and on 11 December two US helicopter 
companies—33 H-21C Shawnee helicopters 
(later designated CH-21) and 400 men to 
fly and maintain them —arrived in South 
Vietnam. In the months to come, more 
Americans appeared: pilots, ostensibly to 
train the South Vietnamese Air Force but 
actually to fly combat missions under the 
guise of training; US Army Special Forces 
officers, to advise South Vietnamese Army 
units in the field and often also to take 
command themselves; and a wide range of 
political, economic, and military experts. 
Early in February 1962, the Kennedy 
administration established an umbrella 
agency, the Military Assistance Command, 
Vietnam (MACV), to coordinate US mili- 
,tary policy, assistance, and operations in 
South Vietnam. General Paul D. Harkins 
twas appointed its commander. 

The Americans immediately began cen¬ 
tralizing the South Vietnamese Army’s 
logistical functions, improving its in¬ 
telligence capabilities, and restructuring 
its system of training. By September 1962, 
all the country’s major military units 
were linked by telephone and all radio 
frequencies were standardized, so that the 
total force available to a local combat 
commander could be coordinated, if neces¬ 
sary, against a single point. 

These improvements took their toll of 
the enemy. Learning to use the helicopters 
and M113 armored personnel carriers the 
United States had supplied. South Viet¬ 
namese commanders began for the first 
time in many years to penetrate such enemy 
strongholds as "War Zone D”, north of 
Saigon, and the U Minh Forest in the 
southernmost part of the country. The 
Viet Cong, unfamiliar with the tactics the 
new equipment allowed and initially 
terrified by the helicopters, found them¬ 
selves surrounded in the open more than 
once —and more than once suffered defeat. 


Two views on the 
Fortified Hamlets system 


By early July 1962, Secretary of Defense 
Robert S. McNamara could tell the Ameri¬ 
can public that he believed US aid to South 
Vietnam had begun to tip the balance 
against the Communists, while two months 
later Roger Hilsman, one of McNamara’s 
assistants, asserted in a widely-publicized 
newspaper interview that American as¬ 
sistance had given the South Vietnamese 
"new conLdence”. More than 2,000 forti¬ 
fied hamlets had come into being in recent 
months, Hilsman stated, and they were 
becoming iix'^reasingly identified with the 
Diem government, which gained credit 
from the medical, economic, and educa¬ 
tional programs the United States 
provided. Meanwhile, the Viet Cong 
defection rate was rising and the number 
of enemy recruits had fallen off. 

American newspapermen in South 
Vietnam at first shared McNamara and 
Hilsman’s optimism. While a few, Homer 
Bigart of the New York Times and Francois 
Sully of Newsweek Magazine among them, 
remained skeptical, most were impressed 
by the progress US officials cited. David 
Halberstam of the New York Times (who 


was later to be disillusioned) wrote 
glowingly of a South Vietnamese victory 
in the Plain of Reeds, a well-established 
Communist stronghold in the Mekong 
Delta near the Cambodian border, that had 
cost the Viet Cong about 150 lives; Halber¬ 
stam asserted in a number of his reports 
that the government of South Vietnam 
was keeping the enemy on the defensive and 
that the Viet Cong remained overawed by 
the helicopters. 

Yet while massive American aid had 
indeed thrown the enemy off balance 
militarily, the political war for the minds 
of the South Vietnamese people remained 
undecided. Ambassador Nolting and 
General Harkins believed that victory in 
battle would necessarily ensure the loyalty 
of the people to the government, but 
Americans working at lower level, in 
direct contact with the Vietnamese, had 
few illusions of that sort. McNamara 
believed that the population was turning 
to Diem; field officers recognized that 
Diem’s failure to reform his administration 
and his maintenance of corrupt officials in 
office so long as they remained loyal to him 
had created dangerous political apathy 
among large segments of the population. 
Hilsman might speak of progress in the 
fortified hamlet program, but most Ameri¬ 
cans concerned with day-to-day operations 
knew that many of the hamlets’ occupants 
had been rounded up and resettled forcibly, 
and that the walls protecting the villages 
were designed as much to keep the residents 
in as the enemy out. 

The same was true of the military 
position. American advisers had indeed 
improved the organization of the South 
Vietnamese Army, but Diem remained 
fearful of his generals. Rather than have a 
hero arise from among them to capture the 
imagination of the people and challenge 
his authority, he tended to punish military 
success rather than reward it. Lieutenant 
Colonel John Paul Vann, US adviser to the 
South Vietnamese Army’s IV Corps (who 
later retired in order to "tell the American 
public the truth’’), cited the case of a 
Vietnamese colonel who had won a notable 
victory against the enemy at the cost of 
several of his own men. Diem immediately 
summoned the officer, a brigadier general 
designate, to Saigon and threatened to 
stop his promotion if he incurred any 
more casualties. The intimidated colonel 
returned to his unit and from that day 
onward attempted to avoid combat, refus¬ 
ing to send his men forward if the enemy 
attacked and calling instead upon air 
strikes and artillery. He received his 
promotion. When Colonel Vann reported 
the behavior of the officer, and others like 
him, to General Harkins, his protest was 
ignored. 

Other junior merqbers ofthe US advisory 
team attempted to convince their superiors 
that the war was going poorly and that the 
South Vietnamese people had yet to side 
with Diem, but to no avail. Ordered to 
maintain the best possible relationship 
with Diem, and sincerely believing that the 
South Vietnamese needed optimism rather 
than criticism, Nolting and Harkins put 
their trust in statistics: "kill ratios’’; 
estimates of the population "pacified"; 
and tallies of enemy-initiated incidents. 
In reality, these told very little about the 
condition of the war, because they were 
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1. Village Civil Defense personnel 
in South Vietnam conduct firing 
practice under the eyes of General 
Paul D. Harkins (center). Commander, 

US Military Assistance Command. 
Vietnam, and General George H. Decker 
(right). Chief of Staff. US Army, in 
June 1 962, 2, Viet Cong gunners with 
light anti-aircraft artillery. 3. The 
Kennedy administration hoped that 
the provision of US equipment and 
advisers would preclude sending a 
combat force; here. Sergeant William 
Bowen of the US Military Assistance 
Command discusses operational tactics 
with Vietnamese infantrymen. 4. Show¬ 
ing aggression that they were often 
accused of lacking, ARVN troops dis¬ 
embark from a US Army helicopter to 
engage Viet Cong 5. In a resettlement 
camp, an adviser from the US Agency for 
International Development discusses 
problems with villagers moved from 
homes in Communist-threatened areas. 

6. A US Army M11 3 armored personnel 
carrier makes a river crossing in 
South Vietnam. 7. Viet Cong prisoners 
captured during airborne operations 
in the Mekong Delta area of South 
Vietnam in 1 962 are marched to a 
rear area under guard by soldiers of 
the ARVN, 
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Communist aggression 
provokes US retaliation 

Dr. William Michael Hammond 


T he overthrow of Diem and the estab¬ 
lishment of a new military government 
under a triumvirate formally headed by 
former Vice President Nguyen Ngoc Tho 
but dominated by General Duong Van 
Minh (called "Big Minh”) did nothing to 
arrest the decline of South Vietnam. 
Shortly after the coup, the Viet Cong went 
on the offensive across the country, over¬ 
powering a number of poorly-designed and 
poorly defended military installations and 
destroying the weakest of Diem’s fortified 
hamlets. Minh, despite his high-sounding 
rhetoric promising democracy of effi¬ 
ciency, had no real plan for governing the 
country; instead of resisting the enemy 
forcefully, he allowed his subordinates to 
engage in a destructive struggle for power. 
Scores of provincial chiefs and minor 
officials supposedly loyal to Diem were 
removed, to be replaced by inexperienced 
administrators loyal to Minh. Such disas¬ 
trous fumbling drove the country rapidly 
toward chaos. By January 1964, protesting 
workers were on strike in Saigon, students 
were once more demonstrating, and rumors 
abounded to the effect that Minh himself 
planned to betray the country to the 
Communists. 


President Johnson 
steps up financial aid 


On 30 January, Major General Nguyen 
Khanh overthrew Minh in a bloodless 
cowp—but little changed. Nevertheless, 
the United States, convinced that political 
stability was essential to save South 
Vietnam from Communism, gave total 
support to the new government. For a time 
Khanh reciprocated, attempting to make 
himself a genuinely popular political 
figure by visiting the provinces and hold¬ 
ing rallies to solicit the people’s support. 
Yet after a period of relative calm, the 
Buddhists began to agitate for a dominant 
voice in Khanh’s government and, finding 
Khanh unreceptive, once more took to the 
streets in Saigon and Hue to protest. 
Khanh avoided the violent confrontations 
between police and demonstrators that 
had brought Diem down and, after a time, 
made a number of concessions that proved 
conciliatory. Yet, in the interim, more than 
40 percent of South Vietnam came under 
Communist control. American advisers 
in the provinces soon began reporting 
that support for the government was 
waning among the people because of the 
administrative chaos caused by Khanh’s 
new round of purges aimed at replacing 
Minh’s appointees with his own men. 

Visiting South Vietnam early in March 
1964, Secretary of Defense McNamara 
recognized that the situation was deterior¬ 
ating and that another coup was possible 
at any moment. Convinced that if South 
Vietnam fell the rest of Southeast Asia 


As Communist aggression 
escalated, political 
stability in South 
Vietnam appeared to be 
an impossible goal; 
it seemed that only 
an increase in US 
military commitment 
could back up political 
initiatives. When 
Communist torpedo boats 
attacked US destroyers 
in the Gulf of Tonkin in 
August 1964, American 
airpower was openly 
unleashed against 
North Vietnam for the 
first time in the conflict 


would be driven into the Communist camp, 
he returned to Washington to recommend 
that the United States increase its aid to 
Khanh, who must in turn promise to im¬ 
plement a program of national mobiliza¬ 
tion. This increased aid would both im¬ 
prove South Vietnam’s fighting ability and 
forestall further disruptive political con¬ 
spiracies by emphasizing that America 
supported Khanh. 

Khanh and President Lyndon B. John¬ 
son, Kennedy’s successor, agreed with 
McNamara: on 17 March, Johnson ordered 
an increase in US aid to South Vietnam of 
$60 million. Promising to exchange South 
Vietnamese aircraft and armored vehicles 
for newer equipment, Johnson also told 
Khan that the United States would 
finance a 50,000-man increase in the South 
Vietnamese armed forces and would pro¬ 
vide funds for the modernization of the 
country’s system of government and ad¬ 
ministrative techniques. 

At the same time, President Johnson 
directed the US Joint Chiefs of Staff to 
begin planning retaliatory air raids 
against North Vietnam, to be launched at 
72 hours’ notice. They were also to draw up 
a program of "graduated overt military 
pressures" against North Vietnam as a 
means of increasing the cost to the Hanoi 
regime of its aggression. Johnson had no 
mandate from the American Congress or 
people for such outright attacks on North 
Vietnam. He sincerely hoped that the 
South Vietnamese would be able to win 
the war on their own—but Communist 
terrorism was increasing and he intended 
to be prepared to react quickly if necessary. 

From its inception, Khanh,experienced 
difficulty in implementing McNamara’s 
program. Lacking a firm political base and 
hampered by a bureaucracy that clung to a 
"business-as-usual" attitude even in a 


time of crisis, he was unable to generate 
support for the new policy. As a result, the 
promised mobilization never came about, 
and the 50,000-man increase in the armed 
forces took place so slowly that the enemy 
never felt its effect. 

Khanh himself had little enthusiasm 
for long-range reforms and wished instead 
for some spectacular action that would 
unify the country and win his people’s 
confidence. Arguing that it was wrong to 
go on incurring casualties "just... to make 
the agony endure”, he approached Am¬ 
bassador Lodge early in May with a sugges¬ 
tion that any further Communist inter¬ 
ference in South Vietnam’s affairs be met 
with "tit-for-tat” bombing raids upon 
North Vietnam. Such a strong policy, he 
avowed, accompanied by a suspension of 
civil liberties in South Vietnam similar to 
the measures adopted by Abraham Lincoln 
in the United States during the American 
Civil War, would spur his people to action. 

Although he himself had contingency 
plans for air raids upon North Vietnam, 
President Johnson was for the time being 
unwilling to make such a move. Communist 
China might make such attacks an excuse 
to intervene—and there were the coming 
American elections to consider. Johnson 
had no wish to inaugurate his re-election 
campaign by appearing as the advocate 
for a major war in Southeast Asia — 
especially when his probable opponent 
Senator Barry Goldwater, was already 
arguing for tougher American action in 
Vietnam. Refusing Khanh’s request, John¬ 
son attempted a compromise, shoring up 
South Vietnamese morale by publicly 
declaring that the United States had every 
intention of honoring its commitments, 
yet simultaneously seeking to reassure 


Khanh’s call for an 
attack on the North 


both the Communists and the American 
public that the United States had no 
aggressive intentions concerning North 
Vietnam and sought no escalation of 
hostilities. 

Thus the matter stood until mid-July 
1964, when Khanh recommenced his urg- 
ings for a more aggressive policy. Shortly 
after Maxwell D. Taylor succeeded Lodge 
as American Ambassador and General 
William C. Westmoreland replaced 
Harkins as Chief of the Military Assistance 
Command, Khanh told an American re¬ 
porter and later declared at a Saigon 
rally—that North Vietnam was engaged 
upon a full-scale invasion of his country 
and that the South Vietnamese people 
demanded a "march north” in retaliation. 
Possibly led on by "cheer-leaders” acting 
on Khanh’s instructions, the crowd took 
up Khanh’s call and began to shout, "To 
the north! To the north!” 
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1. "National Shame Day", 1 9 July 

1 964: demonstrators parade in front 
of the US Information Service 
building in Saigon to mark the 10th 
anniversary of the partition of 
Vietnam by the Geneva Agreements. 

2. A demonstration of another kind: 
a member of the US 1 st Special 
Forces Group conducts a grenade 
practice class for Vietnamese vol¬ 
unteers. 3. General Duong Van Minh’s 
accession to power in South Vietnam 
late in 1 963 was met by the 

Viet Cong with a country-wide 
offensive, deploying weapons like the 
rocket launcher seen here. 
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General Nguyen Cao Ky, commander of 
South Vietnam’s Air Force Joined Khanh’s 
campaign the next day by openly declaring 
at a news conference that his country was 
prepared to retaliate against Communist 
aggression and that his pilots were already 
training for such attacks. In an apparent 
effort to embarrass the United States, he 
then revealed that with American assist¬ 
ance the South Vietnamese armed forces 
had for the past three years been sending 
sabotage teams into North Vietnam. 
State-controlled newspapers immediately 
praised Ky for his candor and condemned 
the United States for its apparent duplicity. 

Having no evidence that North Viet¬ 
namese troops were fighting as units in 
South Vietnam, the American Mission in 
Saigon attempted to refute Khanh's allega¬ 
tion. Ambassador Taylor himself reacted 
calmly to the furor. Arguing that Khanh’s 
political problems demanded that he 
advocate dramatic action, but adding that 
South Vietnam might secretly negotiate 
with the Communists to end the war on a 
basis unfavorable to American interests if 
the United States refused to become more 
involved, Taylor suggested that joint US 
South Vietnamese contingency planning 
for bombing raids on North Vietnam might 
calm Khanh. President Johnson agreed, 
and the agitation died down just as Taylor 
had predicted. 

US destroyers attacked in 
the Tonkin Gulf 


The United States had, in fact, been 
moving against North Vietnam for some 
time. In addition to the operations '"ex¬ 
posed” by Ky, President Johnson, shortly 
after taking office, had authorized "OPL AN 
34A” —a program of clandestine opera¬ 
tions against North Vietnam. These in¬ 
cluded commando raids upon coastal in¬ 
stallations; the kidnapping of civilians 
who, indoctrinated with anti-Communist 
ideas, might return home and sow dissent; 
and destroyer patrols (code-named 
"DESOTO”) along the coast to gather 
intelligence. Since May 1964, in response 
to a Communist offensive on the Plain of 
Jars in Laos, the US had also conducted 
aerial reconnaissance missions over Laos, 
with pilots instructed to fire if fired upon. 

In case the North Vietnamese failed to 
take these activities seriously, American 
officials also publicly acknowledged US 
contingency stockpiling in support of the 
possible introduction of American troops 
into Southeast Asia; for example, great 
publicity attended the dedication of a 
newly-constructed airbase at Da Nang in 
South Vietnam. Meanwhile, American 
resolve to resist aggression in Southeast 
Asia was communicated directly to the 
Communists through Ambassador Blair 
Seaborn, Canadian member of the Inter¬ 
national Control Commission in Hanoi. 
Stressing that American ambitions were 
limited and "essentially peaceful”, Sea¬ 
born nevertheless told his Communist 
contacts that American patience had 
limits. 

Despite these pressures, the North Viet¬ 
namese continued the flow of men and 
materiel into South Vietnam. By July 1964, 
the Viet Cong were planting bombs at will 
on Saigon’s streets and making conditions 
so difficult for Americans living in the city 


that General Westmoreland ordered his 
officers to go out in pairs when in uniform. 
So bold did the enemy become that Ameri¬ 
can intelligence analysts began to specu¬ 
late that the Communists were preparing a 
decisive push against South Vietnam’s 
demoralized Army and unstable Govern¬ 
ment. 

Although President Johnson’s advisers 
were deeply concerned and, during July 
1964, began to draft a Congressional Reso¬ 
lution sanctioning American attacks on 
North Vietnam as a means of stemming the 
Communist tide, the President refused to 
be hurried. Adopting a posture of self- 
restraint, while Senator Goldwater argued 
for a more militant American stance in 
Southeast Asia, Johnson could hardly 
give the appearance of taking the advice 
of his political rival. 

The North Vietnamese took the initia¬ 
tive, attacking the American destroyer 
Maddox outside North Vietnam’s 12-mile 
limit on the afternoon of 2 August. The ship 
was steaming across the Gulf of Tonkin 
after making an intelligence-gathering 
sweep along the coast of North Vietnam 
when three torpedo boats were seen closing 
at high speed. Warning shots failed to deter 
the boats, so the destroyer brought its 5in 
(127mm) guns to bear and quickly disabled 
one of the attackers and damaged another. 
The Communists fired two torpedos that 
missed Maddox by 200 yards, breaking 
contact shortly after aircraft from the 
carrier Ticonderoga arrived on the scene. 
There were no US casualties. 

The attack may have been provoked by 
recent South Vietnamese commando raids 
into North Vietnam under the protection 
of American Seventh Fleet ships such as 
the Maddox, or it may have been designed 
to embarrass Johnson on the eve of his 
Presidential campaign. Whatever the 
enemy’s reasoning, Johnson held to his 
policy of restraint and responded calmly 
that, "The United States Government 
expects that North Vietnam will be under 
no misapprehension as to the grave con¬ 
sequences which would inevitably result 
from any further unprovoked military 
action against United States forces.” 


North Vietnamese aggression, 
or American imagination? 


In accordance with Presidential instruc¬ 
tions, the Tonkin Gulf patrol was- rein¬ 
forced the next day by a second destroyer, 
the C. Turner Joy. On the evening of 4 
August, the two ships were steaming on an 
easterly course at 20 knots when a Maddox 
radarman reported what he judged to be 
five torpedo boats making toward the ships 
from a distance of 36 nautical miles (67km). 
In the maneuvering that followed, the 
skippers of both the Mat/c/ox and C. Turner 
Joy, convinced that they were under attack, 
called for air support and directed their 
gunners to open fire. It was reported that 
two North Vietnamese boats were sunk 
and two damaged. 

Some critics, including US intelligence 
officers whose words were printed in the 
Pentagon Papers, later asserted that the 
"enemy vessels” had in reality been radar 
"blips” caused by the wake of the C. Turner 
Joy, which Maddox's inexperienced radar- 
man had misinterpreted. However, assured 
by field commanders that an attack had 
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US Economic Aid for Vietnam. 

1953-1967 


US 

Amount 

Fiscal Year 

($ millions) 

1953-1957 

823.3 

1958 

188.8 

1959 

207.1 

1960 

180.5 

1961 

144.6 

1962 

143 2 

1963 

197,5 

1964 

230.3 

1965 

268.9 

1966 

620.6 

1967 

648 1 

Total: 

3.652.9 
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T 1. Map: Major ethnic groups in South 
Vietnam: US Special Forces deployment 
in June 1 963. 2, When General Khanh 
resisted Buddhist demands new religious 
riots swept South Vietnam, persisting 
even after Khanh's resignation: 
here. Catholic youths challenge 
Buddhists to attempt to recover the body 
I' of a Buddhist killed in an attack on a 
r Catholic high school in Saigon in 

i August 1964 3. Patrol boats — possibly 

Chinese-built Shanghai class craft — 

; of the North Vietnamese Navy, 

4. General Khanh and members of the 
International Control Commission 
inspect a photomap showing the site 
of a Communist arms cache. 5. On 
2 August 1 964 three North Vietnamese 
torpedo boats attacked the destroyer 
USS Maddox as she patrolled the Gulf 
of Tonkin: this photograph taken from 
aboard Maddox shows one of the attack- 
i ers. 6 . Another photograph from Maddox 
r shows a North Vietnamese torpedo boat 
; approaching the destroyer at high 

speed, 7. USS Maddox was involved in 
the only attempts made by the North 
Vietnamese Navy to engage anti¬ 
communist forces at sea. August 1964 
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taken place and believing that the North 
Vietnamese would equate further restraint 
with weakness, President Johnsondecided 
to retaliate. Ordering air strikes on the 
bases from which the attackers operated, 
he moved swiftly to present his aides’ draft 
resolution to Congress for approval. 

On 5 August, while Johnson announced 
that he was making a measured response 
to North Vietnamese aggression but had no 
intention of seeking a wider war, fighter- 
bombers from the carriers Ticonderoga and 
Constellation struck four naval bases and 
an oil storage depot in North Vietnam. An 
estimated 25 torpedo boats were destroyed 
and 90 percent of the oil storage facilities 
at Vinh went up in flames. Two American 
aircraft fell to anti-aircraft fire and two 
were damaged. No North Vietnamese air¬ 
craft were encountered. 

Opinion polls taken in the United States 
shortly after the attacks revealed strong 
public support for Johnson’s actions. On 
» 7 August, Congress did the same, declaring 
approval of the President’s determination 
to "take all necessary measures to repel any 
armed attack against the forces of the 
United States and ... to take all necessary 
steps including the use of armed force to 
assist any member or protocol state” ofthe 
Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation. 

On 11 August, President Johnson signed 
the Southeast Asia (Gulf of Tonkin) 
Resolution. Although this fell short of 
declaring outright war against North 
Vietnam, it nevertheless gave the Presi¬ 
dent power to take any action he deemed 
necessary. Thus, Johnson avoided the 
possibility that China or the Soviet Union 
might react to an American declaration of 
war by themselves declaring war upon the 
United States. He also secured the kind of 
political and popular support he felt he 
needed. As Johnson himself later avowed: 
"The President is not about to commit 
forces and undertake actions to deter 
aggression in South Vietnam to prevent 
this Communist conspiracy, unless and 
until the American people through their 
Congress sign on to go in.” 

Internal opposition to 
Khanh’s dictatorship 


The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution and the 
raid on the North’s naval bases boosted 
morale in South Vietnam, but Ambassador 
Taylor warned the State Department that 
the effect would be only temporary and 
that Khanh had at best only an even chance 
of retaining power. On 16 August, Khanh, 
still aware of his shaky political base, took 
advantage of the temporary euphoria in 
Saigon to proclaim himself President and 
to promulgate a new constitution giving 
him dictatorial powers. 

Although a newly-established Military 
Revolutionary Council of senior generals 
rubber-stamped the move, Khanh's action 
immediately alienated the Buddhists, who 
saw in it a threat to their political aspira¬ 
tions. Encouraged by Viet Cong sympa¬ 
thizers and aided by dissident students, 
they began more riots. As urban discontent 
overflowed into rural areas, popular feel¬ 
ing turned so strongly against Khanh that 
he resigned the Presidency, annulled his 
constitution, and withdrew to Dalat, a 
resort town north of Saigon. 

Since no new effective government 


emerged and civil disturbances became 
more violent, Westmoreland and Taylor 
prevailed upon Khanh to return to Saigon. 
Even so, political stability was not at¬ 
tained: dissident generals almost immedi¬ 
ately staged a coup that only aborted 
because General Ky and other young 
officers rallied to Khanh and threatened to 
bomb the positions of the rebellious troops. 

Hardly had that threat subsided when a 
new one emerged. On the night of 19 Sept¬ 
ember, Montagnard tribesmen in South 
Vietnam’s Central Highlands attempted 
to secede in order to create an autonomous 
state free from the racial discrimination 
practiced against them by their lowland 
neighbors. Disarming their American 
Special Forces advisers, many of whom 
probably sympathized with them, and 
seizing the town of Dak Mil, the Montagn- 
ards executed over 70 government soldiers 
and took 60 civilians hostage before nearby 
government units could react. A battle was 
averted only by the intervention of US 
advisers and the timely arrival of a special 
emissary from the US Mission in Saigon 
with word that the tribesmen would receive 
no more American subsidies until they 
submitted to government authority. That 
ended the rebellion, but sporadic trouble 
continued for several weeks. 

The continuing upheavals in Saigon, 
combined with intelligence reports indicat¬ 
ing that the Communists were stepping up 
their infiltration of South Vietnam, in¬ 
duced an increasingly pessimistic attitude 
among American officials in the United 
States. When Ambassador Taylor visited 
Washington early in September, he found 
that some officials believed that the present 
policy of support for the South Vietnamese 
was ineffective and that the United States 
would have to take unilateral action—if 
only to improve the American image before 
pulling out. Taylor himself, with no inten¬ 
tion of abandoning the South Vietnamese, 
told Secretary of State Rusk that he 
believed the Johnson administration 
would have to change radically its relation¬ 
ship with Khanh. In the past, the United 
States had used the possibility of joint US 
South Vietnamese attacks on North Viet¬ 
nam as a lever to keep Khanh in line; in 
future, the United States must make such 
attacks unilaterally in the hope that they 
would maintain South Vietnam’s will to 
combat Communism. 

Recognizing that without American 
initiative the situation in South Vietnam 
would deteriorate further, the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff agreed with Taylor - and suggested 
that the United States deliberately pro¬ 
voke a North Vietnamese attack upon 
American forces similar to that in the 
Gulf of Tonkin. This would provide the 
United States with a reason for beginning 
a bombing campaign against North Viet¬ 
nam—a continuous campaign of increas¬ 
ing or decreasing severity according to the 
enemy’s response. The Communists, the 
Joint Chiefs asserted, would quickly 
recognize that their own actions deter¬ 
mined the amount of destruction visited 
upon them. 

President Johnson approved a number of 
limited measures to put more pressure 
upon North Vietnam and agreed to respond 
to future North Vietnamese attacks on 
American units with "tit-for-tat" air raids. 
But he rejected the idea of a concerted air 



1. Major General Duong Van Due, 

commanding IV Corps, ARVN, describes 

the failure of his attempted coup 

against President Khanh to newsmen 

in September 1 964. 2. Men like this 

member of the US 1 st Special Forces 

Group, seen atop a bunker on Nui Ba 

Den Mountain, helped keep the South 

Vietnamese flag flying in the early 

days of US involvement. 3. President 

Johnson resisted pressure to unleash 

an aerial bombardment on North Vietnam 

in 1 964 — but Communist anti-aircraft 

gunners stood ready. " 
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campaign against the North. Although 
he was willing to resume the DESOTO 
patrols (suspended since the Gulf of 
Tonkin incidents), he believed the South 
Vietnamese were still too weak for an 
aggressive policy to work. If the enemy 
responded with all-out attacks in the 
South, the Khanh regime might collapse. 

Despite Johnson’s caution, the resump¬ 
tion of naval patrols and clandestine 
operations along the coast of North 
Vietnam almost immediately caused re¬ 
newed trouble. On the night of 18 Septem¬ 
ber, the destroyers Morton and Parsons 
were steaming in the Gulf of Tonkin when 
their radar operators reported sighting 
what appeared to be torpedo boats. After 
maneuvering for 40 minutes and failing to 
elude their pursuers, the two ships opened 
fire and apparently scored hits, the images 
of the supposed enemy craft disappearing 
from the radar screens. Twice more that 
night, more images appeared on the ships’ 
radar and disappeared after being fired 
upon. In all the Morton and Parsons fired 
over 200 5in (127mm) and 100 3in (76.2mm) 
shells. 

Since neither ship had made visual con¬ 
tact with its targets, and since no torpedoes 
or gunfire originated from the radar 
contacts. President Johnson considered 
the attack questionable and refused to 
bomb North Vietnam in retaliation. De¬ 
ciding the situation in the Gulf of Tonkin 
had become too sensitive, he again sus¬ 
pended the DESOTO patrols and postponed 
the resumption of South Vietnamese mari¬ 
time operations in North Vietnamese 
waters. On 4 October, he authorized con¬ 
tinuation of clandestine, but tightly con¬ 
trolled, operations against North Vietnam. 


The American public 
question the war plans 


Throughout October, Ambassador 
Taylor continued to recommend air strikes 
against North Vietnam, but time and 
again encountered the President’s un¬ 
willingness to begin military adventures 
on the eve of the election and at a time 
when South Vietnam remained unstable. 
On 2 November, the Viet Cong made a 
surprise attack against the American air 
base at Bien Hoa near Saigon, killing five 
Americans, wounding 76, and destroying 
six Martin B-57 Canberra bombers. Taylor 
again recommended retaliatory raids upon 
North Vietnam, only to have his request 
once more rejected. 

Johnson’s restraint apparently paid off 
politically two days later, when the Presi¬ 
dent defeated Goldwater by gaining an 
unprecedented 61 percent of the vote. Yet 
the victory had a dark side. For although 
the American public gave Johnson astrong 
mandate, no more than 42 percent of the 
individuals questioned by pollster Louis 
Harris on voting day gave the President 
high marks for his handling of the war. By 
early December, that figure had fallen to 
38 percent. Whether the public wanted 
Johnson to move decisively to win the 
war or to withdraw from Vietnam was 
not clear, but it obviously wanted to see 
unequivocal leadership. If President John¬ 
son did not take vigorous action of one 
kind or another in Vietnam, he would risk 
losing the popular support demonstrated 
by his victory in the election. 
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1. A mother weeps over the body of 
her son. killed when a Viet Cong mine 
blew up the truck in which they were 
riding, August 1964. 2, Aircraft from 
USS Constellation (foreground) took 
part in retaliatory strikes on North 
Vietnamese naval bases on 5 August 
1 964, following the Tonkin Gulf incid¬ 


"Typical" attack on US 
Special Forces Base 

IMam Dong, 6-7 July 1964 

Objective 

Viet Cong attempt to overrun Nam 
Dong Special Forces Camp, southwest 
Thua Thien province, at junction of 
borders of South/North Vietnam 
and Laos 
Strengths 

SVN Nung guerrillas: c.300 
US advisers: 1 2 
Viet Cong: c.800 

Action 

No tactical air support available. 
Defenders reinforced by a 93-man 
force lifted in 18 USMC helicopters. 
Ten UH-34D helicopters delivered 
9,500lbs of ammunition, medical 
supplies, and other equipment. 

After three ground assaults, preceded 
by a rrortar barrage, the attackers were 
driven off. 

The US detachment commander. 
Captain Roger H. C. Donlon, was 
awarded the Medal of Honor 

Losses 

South Vietnamese: 55 killed, 46 
wounded 

US advisers: 2 killed, 8 wounded 
Free WorldMAF: 1 Australian adviser 
killed 

Viet Cong: 62 killed (body count) 


ents; other elements of Task Force 77 
seen here are (left to right) the 
destroyer George F. Mackenzie, carrier 
Oriskany, destroyer Rogers, and ammun- 
tion ship Mount Katmai. 3. US Navy river 
patrol boats intercepted many small 
craft of this kind during "visit and 
search" operations. 4. US Navy men. 


with an interpreter, question a Viet¬ 
namese villager during a counter¬ 
guerrilla sweep. 5. The urgency of 
these Vietnamese troops and US advisers 
shows why resupply missions to ground 
troops like the one made by this heli¬ 
copter of US Marine Air Group 1 6 were 
called "touch and go" operations. 
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The US commitment 
becomes irrevocable 

Dr. William Michael Hammond 


O n the eve of his re-election in the first 
week of November 1964, President 
Johnson appointed an inter-agency work¬ 
ing group in Washington to examine all 
alternatives open to him in Vietnam. He 
was reluctant to widen the war but recog¬ 
nized that something new was needed to 
encourage the South Vietnamese. Their 
government was still riven by factional 
strife and their Army had made little head¬ 
way against the enemy. Meanwhile, intel¬ 
ligence from MACV indicated that the 
Communists were pouring men and 
materiel into South Vietnam at an un¬ 
precedented rate. 

The American people shared Johnson’s 
sense of urgency. By mid-November 1964, 
Gallup polls revealed that the US public 
now put Vietnam near the top of the list of 
problems it wanted solved. ''President 
Johnson’s first order of business, now that 
the election is over,” Life Magazine 
asserted at the time, ''is to come to grips 
with the badly deteriorating situation in 
South Vietnam. Last month, more Ameri¬ 
cans were killed there than in any month 
since the war began.” The United States 
appeared to have few options, the National 
Observer added: ''We either have to get out 
or take some action to help the Vietnamese. 
They won’t help themselves.” 

US leaders bargain for 
South Vietnamese reform 


Speculation concerning the future of 
Southeast Asia rose mightily on 27 Novem¬ 
ber, when Ambassador Taylor returned to 
Washington for consultations. Although 
the State Department played down the 
visit as merely a routine review of the 
Vietnam situation, most newspaper com¬ 
mentators recognized that change was in 
the offing and speculated that Taylor 
would suggest some degree of escalation. 
Many thought this foolhardy, on the 
grounds that the United States could 
never rely upon the South Vietnamese in 
an emergency; yet few envisaged that the 
Johnson administration might consider 
withdrawal. 

Ambassador Taylor indeed recommend¬ 
ed escalation, if only to boost South Viet¬ 
namese morale; but he found the President 
convinced that political stability in South 
Vietnam was basic to any course the 
United States might adopt. Taylor there¬ 
fore decided to propose a compromise. The 
President’s working group had recom¬ 
mended a series of plans incorporating 
gradually intensifying air attacks against 
the Communists, beginning with strikes 
on enemy infiltration routes in Laos and 
culminating in limited but progressively 
more severe attacks upon North Vietnam 
itself. This program, Taylor remarked, 
resembled that advocated by Khanh in his 
"march North” campaign, and thus might 


As one unstable 
government followed 
another in South 
Vietnam, while the 
Communists seemed ready 
to move from guerrilla 
warfare to a large-scale 
conventional campaign 
President Johnson 
reluctantly decided to 
take tougher action. 

In March 1965, the US 
launched a sustained 
aerial bombing offensive 
against North Vietnam and 
the 9th Marine 
Expeditionary Brigade 
landed at Da Nang 


provide a useful lever. The United States 
could tell Khanh and his generals that it 
was considering direct pressure upon 
North Vietnam and, when the excited 
Vietnamese leaders began to urge imme¬ 
diate strikes, could offer a quid pro quo: 
air attacks on North Vietnam in exchange 
for reforms in the South. The program, 
said Taylor, would thus serve two pur¬ 
poses: it would create the stability and 
unity the United States had long sought in 
South Vietnam, and it would convince the 
Communists that continued aggression 
would prove ultimately self-destructive. 

President Johnson accepted Taylor’s 
proposal, but cautiously authorized no 
more than the first stages of the program. 
Although the United States would inten¬ 
sify its strikes against enemy infiltration 
routes in Laos and would approve clan¬ 
destine South Vietnamese naval opera¬ 
tions (in which ships of the US Navy would 
be involved) along the coast of North 
Vietnam, it would go no further. Taylor 
might inform Khanh of the possibility of 
joint US-South Vietnamese air strikes 
against the North as reprisals for enemy 
depredations in the South, but he must 
also stress that such attacks would not 
begin until the United States had evidence 
that the South Vietnamese government 
was capable of withstanding the probable 
enemy response. 

The moves approved by President John¬ 
son were implemented almost as soon as 
Taylor returned to Saigon, but neither the 
naval operations nor the air attacks in 
Laos unduly troubled the Communists. 
The naval program had hardly begun 
before the monsoon season set in, bringing 
heavy seas and precluding commando 
operations. The expansion of the air war 
over Laos began on 14 December with the 
inauguration of "Operation Barrel Roll”; 


but that, too, was ineffective because 
President Johnson had authorized only 
two weekly missions of four aircraft each. 
So feeble were the resulting strikes that 
the North Vietnamese never realized a 
new program had begun and considered 
that the attacks were merely a part of the 
armed reconnaissance flights the United 
States was already conducting. 

In the same way, although Khanh 
readily agreed to Taylor’s quid pro quo, the 
situation in South Vietnam failed to im¬ 
prove. The problem centered on the High 
National Council, a body created shortly 
after the August 1964 governmental crisis 
to draft a constitution and establish a 
civilian government. Composed of elderly 
civilians representing a broad cross-sec¬ 
tion of South Vietnamese society, the 
Council pleased no one and soon antagon¬ 
ized Khanh, who had no intention of 
allowing a civilian government to func¬ 
tion as anything but a front for the military. 

Controversy dogged the Council almost 
from its inception. Nicknamed the "High 
National Museum” because of the age of 
its members, the Council appointed an 
elderly agricultural engineer, Phan Khac 
Suu, as Chief of State. Suu appointed a 
former schoolteacher and mayor of Saigon, 
Tran Van Huong, as Premier. Huong, in 
turn, chose technicians rather than politi¬ 
cians for his cabinet, thus alienating the 
Buddhist and Catholic factions, both of 
which wanted a measure of political power. 
Soon, both religious groups were rioting in 
the streets. 


Disenchanted army officers 
plot against Khanh 


Backed by Khanh’s promise of military 
support, Huong declared martial law and 
managed to suppress the rioters—but his 
difficulties were only beginning./Khanh’s 
assurances lacked substance: the general 
was himself in political trouble. A group 
of young officers who called themselves the 
''Young Turks” (a reference to the organi¬ 
zation of young officers that dominated 
Turkish politics from 1908 to 1918) had 
emerged as his main supporters, but the 
group was growing disenchanted. The 
deteriorating situation in the countryside. 
General Ky told Westmoreland at/ the 
time, together with Khanh’s compromises 
with the Buddhists and his continuing 
vacillation, had so disturbed these officers 
that they had decided a change of command 
was needed. 

Soon after Ky’s conversation with West¬ 
moreland, senior officers from the South 
Vietnamese armed forces formed an Armed 
Forces Council to "assist” Khanh in 
military matters. Recognizing that a 
clash was imminent, Westmoreland and 
Taylor immediately called the opposing 
factions together and, at an informal 
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1. Men of the 1 st Battalion, 31 st 
Infantry. ARVN, after an ambush by the 
Viet Cong in the south of the Mekong 
Delta: a US adviser calls a halt 
while a wounded man is brought in by 
boat. 2. Viet Cong tactics late in 
1 964 suggested a move towards large- 
unit actions in which North Vietnamese 
regulars, like the gunners seen here, 
would play an increasing role. 


3. Members of a US Air Force combat 
control team watch paratroopers of the 
ARVN Airborne Division drop into a 
zone the team has marked out after 
jumping first into a Viet Cong- 
infiltrated area. 4. Terror in South 
Vietnam: these children were killed 
by Viet Cong guerrillas during a 
raid on a village 1 0 miles north of 
the capital. Saigon. 





meeting, pointed out that further dis¬ 
order would seriously disrupt South 
Vietnam’s relationship with the United 
States. Political stability, they reiterated, 
was "crucial” to any increase in American 
aid. 

The generals’ promise to work together 
in harmony proved to be a polite fiction. 
Their true sentiments surfaced on 19 
December, when the Young Turks asked 
Khanh to eliminate the senior officers 
standing in the way of their promotions by 
having the High National Council retire 
all generals who had served for more than 
25 years. Khanh complied~and when the 
Council refused, dismissed it summarily. 

A series of angry confrontations in¬ 
volving Taylor, Khanh, and the Young 
Turks ensued. Recognizing that Khanh’s 
action constituted a coup d'etat and that 
there was no longer any hope for the 
quid pro quo policy, Taylor summoned Ky 
and other leaders of the Young Turks to 
‘ his office and delivered a stinging repri¬ 
mand. The irresponsible actions of the 
officer corps, he asserted, had frustrated 
all the military plans dependent upon 
South Vietnamese stability: "We cannot 
carry you for ever if you do things like 
this.” The generals riposted that they had 
merely attempted to reinvigorate the arm¬ 
ed forces and, offended by Taylor’s rebuke, 
left the meeting complaining that the 
Ambassador had treated them like ”pup- 
pets” and "schoolboys”. 

Next day, at a meeting with Khanh, 
Taylor intimated that the general might 
have outlived his usefulness and sug¬ 
gested that he consider retirement and 
exile. Khanh responded on 22 December 
with an obvious attempt to unify the officer 
corps behind him by invoking national 
honor. In an "Order of the Day” he de¬ 
clared that it was "better to live poor but 
proud as free citizens of an independent 
country than in ease and shame as slaves 
of the foreigners and Communists”. He 
soon compounded this insult to the 
American Ambassador by inviting a New 
York Herald Tribune correspondent to 
his office and accusing Taylor of activities 
"beyond imagination as far as an ambas¬ 
sador is concerned”. 


Viet Cong bombing outrages 
strike Saigon 


When Khanh’s charges appeared in 
print, the US State Department backed its 
ambassador and confirmed that Taylor 
had acted throughout with the full sup¬ 
port of the US government. At a news 
conference. Secretary of State Rusk him¬ 
self began the process of bringing thel 
Vietnamese generals back into line by 
stating that the United States would 
shortly curtail some of its assistance 
programs for South Vietnam. Khanh’s 
government. Rusk avowed, was obviously 
incapable of using that aid properly. 

If Khanh and his generals needed proof 
that Rusk meant what he said, they soon 
received it. On the afternoon of 24 Decem¬ 
ber, while many Americans in Saigon were 
preparing to celebrate Christmas Eve, the 
Viet Cong bombed the Brink Hotel, a US 
officers’ billet situated near the city’s 
business district. The strike was one of 
the most spectacular acts of Viet Cong 
terrorism and, with two Americans dead 2 
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1. These Viet Cong are "elite" troops, 
wearing uniforms like those of North 
Vietnamese regulars and armed with 
Soviet AK 47 assault rifles. 2. The 
aftermath of a Viet Cong terrorist 
bombing incident in Saigon. 3. The 
interdiction of Viet Cong movement on 
inland waterways; a South Vietnamese 
Landing Craft. Vehicle and Personnel 
(LCVP) on patrol. The vessel is some 
55ft long, mounts 20mm and 30mm 
cannon, and has an operating speed of 
8 to 1 0 knots. 4. These Viet Cong, 
captured by South Vietnamese troops, are 
held prisoner in a jungle fort. 
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and 51 Americans and South Vietnamese 
injured, a perfect justification to inaugu¬ 
rate the joint US-South Vietnamese re¬ 
prisals Taylor’s quid pro quo agreement 
had sought. Yet, although Taylor argued 
forcefully for immediate retaliation, Pre¬ 
sident Johnson refused to authorize the 
strikes on North Vietnam. Without in¬ 
disputable evidence of the Viet Cong’s 
responsibility for the bombing, he feared 
that the American public might see the 
attack as a deliberate provocation engin¬ 
eered by Khanh. There seemed also some 
hope that the young generals might attri¬ 
bute the lack of retaliation to their own 
recent conduct and decide to drop their 
internecine disputes in favor of a united 
stand against Communism. 

Johnson’s strategem apparently 
worked. Over the next ten days, the US 
Mission, Khanh, and the generals arrived 
at a compromise which, although failing 
to restore the High National Council, at 
least returned Huong and a civilian govern¬ 
ment to office. Unfortunately, the settle¬ 
ment did little to restore order to South 
Vietnam. The Buddhists were already 
sworn to oppose any regime headed by 
Huong and, when he returned to power, 
immediately began seeking a pretext to 
bring him down. 


Riots in the cities, 
fighting in the countryside 


They found one on 17 January 1965, when 
Huong issued a decree enlarging the 
Army’s draft calls. Within hours, Buddhist 
agitators were on the streets preaching 
rebellion. Civil disturbances quickly 
spread from city to city, culminating in 
the destruction of the 8,000-volume US 
Information Agency Library in Hue and 
in the self-immolation of a 17-year-old girl 
— the first Buddhist to commit suicide by 
fire since the riots against Diem more than 
a year before. On 27 January, the generals 
decided they must act. Instigating yet 
another coup, they declared Huong in¬ 
capable of maintaining order and called 
upon Khanh to form a new government. 

While government succeeded govern¬ 
ment in Saigon, heavy fighting continued 
in the countryside around the capital, with 
the Viet Cong gradually gaining the upper 
hand. During the last week of December 
1964, for example, shortly after Khanh had 
dismissed the High National Council, 
Communist troops occupied the village of 
Binh Gia, an anti-Communist community 
of 6,000 people, on the coast near Saigon. 
Armed with modern weapons recently 
brought in from North Vietnam, the Com¬ 
munists held the town for four days and 
virtually annihilated several government 
battalions sent to dislodge them. Having 
killed 6 American and 177 South Vietna¬ 
mese soldiers, they finally abandoned their 
positions voluntarily. 

The event appeared to have grave impli¬ 
cations. Westmoreland believed that the 
enemy was experimenting with new tac¬ 
tics, perhaps in anticipation of moving 
from a guerrilla and small-unit war to a 
more conventional conflict in which large 
units attacked and then stood their ground. 
Ambassador Taylor saw the event in the 
context of Vietnam as a whole. ''We are 
faced here,” he told President Johnson, 
"with a seriously deteriorating situation 


characterized by continuing political tur¬ 
moil, irresponsibility and division within 
the armed forces, lethargy . . . growing 
anti-US feeling, signs of mounting ter¬ 
rorism by Viet Cong directed at US per¬ 
sonnel, and deepening discouragement and 
loss of morale throughout South Vietnam.” 
Some innovation must be made to remedy 
the situation, Taylor concluded—some¬ 
thing that would help to unite the various 
factions in South Vietnam in support of 
its government. This could only be a 
bombing campaign against North 
Vietnam. 


Retaliatory bombing raids 
on North Vietnam 


Assistant Secretary of State William P. 
Bundy agreed, asserting that the defeat at 
Binh Gia was a sign that South Vietna¬ 
mese morale had fallen to a new low. "The 
blunt fact,” he told Secretary Rusk, "is 
that we have appeared to the Vietnamese 
(and to wide circles in Asia and even in 
Europe) to be insisting on a more perfect 
government than can reasonably be ex¬ 
pected before we consider any additional 
action (against North Vietnam).” There 
was only one thing to do, Bundy concluded: 
conduct reprisals against the North just 
as soon as the enemy provided a justifica¬ 
tion for doing so. Although attacks on the 
North might not save South Vietnam, if 
the country did fall, "we would still have 
appeared to Asians to have done a lot more 
about it”. 

President Johnson, remaining uncon¬ 
vinced that bombing the North would have 
the desired effect, still refused to authorize 
reprisal attacks. However, in late January 
he went so far as to authorize joint US- 
South Vietnamese planning for reprisals. 
At Taylor’s suggestion he also sent a per¬ 
sonal representative, his National Secu¬ 
rity Adviser, McGeorge Bundy, on an 
observation mission to Saigon. 

McGeorge Bundy and a team of experts 
arrived on 3 February and rapidly con¬ 
cluded that the situation was as bad as had 
been feared. Any optimistic feeling that 
remained vanished on the morning of 7 
February, shortly before the team was 
scheduled to leave, when the Viet Cong 
attacked the US advisory compound and 
airstrip at Camp Holloway, near Pleiku in 
the Central Highlands, killing nine Ameri¬ 
cans and wounding more than 100. The 
attack, immediately following the "Tet 
Truce”, a virtual cease-fire by the Viet 
Cong from 1 to 6 February to mark the 
Vietnamese New Year, seemed to be a 
deliberate provocation aggravated by the 
fact that Soviet Premier Alexei Kosygin 
was at that time visiting Hanoi. 

Believing the provocation too blatant 
to be ignored, Bundy immediately tele¬ 
phoned the White House to recommend a 
retaliatory raid. The President agreed, 
and that same day 49 US Navy fighter- 
bombers struck an enemy barracks at 
Dong Hoi just above the Demilitarized 
Zone, a target far enough away from Hanoi 
to be of no threat to Kosygin. Delayed by 
inclement weather, the South Vietnamese 
element of the attack hit another barracks 
at Vinh, in the same area, the next day, with 
General Ky flying the lead plane. "We have 
no choice now but to clear the decks,” 
President Johnson told the American 



Communist weapons captured 

in South Vietnam. 1962- 

-1964 

Chinese Communist origin 

75mm recoilless rifles 

3 

57mm recoilless guns 

3 

75mm shells 

120 

57mm shells 

155 

80mm mortar 

1 

60mm mortars 

3 

60mm mortar shells 

183 

fuses for 60mm shells 

150 

90mm bazooka 

1 

27mm rocket launchers 

2 

7.92mm model 08 Maxim machine- 

guns 

6 

7.92mm cartridges 

100.000 

MP-82 rockets 

142 

TNT charges 

577 

Soviet origin 

Mossin Nagant carbines 

15 

rifles 

46 

rifle cartridges 

1 60.000 

automatic pistol 

1 

grenades 

5 

submachine-guns 

2 

Czech origin 

7.65mm automatic pistol 

1 

K-50 submachine-guns 

40 

rifles 

26 

machine-gun cartridges 

14.000 

grenade launcher 

1 

3.5in anti-tank bazooka 

1 
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1. Incidents like this gave support to 
those who pressed for stern retaliation, 
by aerial bombardment, against North 
Vietnam: the ruins of the Victoria 
Hotel, Saigon, a US officers' billet 
destroyed by a truck-load of Viet Cong 
explosives, with three Americans and 
three Vietnamese killed and close on 
100 injured. 2. US Air Force C-1 23 
transports drop Vietnamese paratroops 
into a Viet Cong-infiltrated area in 
South Vietnam. 3. Aboard a patrol craft 
of the South Vietnamese River Force- 
manned by Vietnamese with US Navy 
advisers—Vietnamese sailors fire an 
81 mm mortar. Based in strategic posit¬ 
ions throughout the southernmost part 
of Vietnam, the main task of the River 
Assault Groups (RAGS) was to transport 
troops in assault missions against the 
Viet Cong. 4. A South Vietnamese fighter- 
bomber pilot flies over suspected Viet 
Cong territory. Nguyen Cao Ky, commander 
of the SVN Air Force, was a leading 
advocate of bombing reprisals against 
North Vietnam: on 8 February 1975, Ky 
himself led a strike by Vietnamese 
fighter-bombers on a barracks area at 
Vinh, North Vietnam, just above the 
Demilitarized Zone. 

5. The supply carrier USS Core 
arrives in Saigon harbor with 
more than 70 replacement aircraft 
aboard, including Douglas A-1 Skyraiders 
seen on deck. 
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public, "and make absolutely clear our 
continued determination to back South 
Vietnam in its fight to maintain its inde¬ 
pendence.” 

Shortly after the raids, Ambassador 
Taylor urged President Johnson to begin 
"a measured, controlled sequence of 
actions” against North Vietnam. Back in 
Washington by that time, McGeorge 
Bundy advocated the same move, calling 
it a policy of "sustained reprisal”. 

The Viet Cong struck another severe 
blow on 10 February, destroying a hotel in 
Qui Nhon that was being used as an Ameri¬ 
can enlisted men’s billet. Twenty-three 
soldiers died in the collapse of the building 
and as many more were trapped and in¬ 
jured in the rubble. Deciding that the 
Communists could no longer be allowed 
to threaten American lives with impunity, 
President Johnson immediately approved 
a second series of reprisals: two days later 
he announced his decision to begin "Opera- 
' tion Rolling Thunder”, a program of 
"measured and limited air action” against 
military targets in North Vietnam south of 
the 19th Parallel. 

Johnson scheduled the first strike for 20 
February but another attempted coup in 
Saigon, ending in the final downfall of 
Khanh and the installation of a civilian, 
Phan Huy Quat, as nominal premier (the 
military in effect retaining power), forced 
the cancellation of that attack and of 
several others. The program at last began 
on 2 March, when US and South Viet¬ 
namese fighter-bombers destroyed an am¬ 
munition depot and a naval base in North 
Vietnam. On 24 February, the first official 
admission that American airmen were 
flying combat missions against the Viet 
Cong had been made. 


Westmoreland warns of 
mounting US casualties 

Conceived as a gradual tightening of the 
screw, "Rolling Thunder” had little appa¬ 
rent impact upon the enemy and may 
actually have strengthened North Viet¬ 
namese resolve. President Johnson at first 
allowed only two to four raids each week 
by a few dozen planes at a time: hardly 
enough to do much damage but sufficient 
to inject what Westmoreland saw as a 
"considerable and growing risk” into the 
situation. The North Vietnamese respond¬ 
ed by building a comprehensive air defense 
system under centralized control; one that 
Westmoreland believed would "result in 
mounting casualties as the war goes on — 
perhaps more than we will be willing or 
even able to sustain.” 

Meanwhile, the military situation in 
South Vietnam continued to deteriorate. 
Early in March, M ACV forecast that if the 
current trends persisted, South Vietna¬ 
mese strength would soon be confined to 
district and provincial capitals only 
and these would be clogged with large 
numbers of refugees. Within a year, it 
predicted, the country might well be com¬ 
pletely in Communist hands. 

The only hope early in 1965 was 
American air power and its ability to 
strike both at North Vietnam and at the 
Viet Cong’s infiltration routes through 
Laos. But Westmoreland, reflecting upon 
the Pleiku and Qui Nhon incidents, had 
little confidence in the South Vietnamese 


Army’s ability to defend American air¬ 
fields. MACV estimated, for example, that 
there were some 12 enemy battalions 
totalling 6,000 men within easy striking 
distance of the airbase at Da Nang, yet the 
installation and its large stockpiles of 
expensive equipment was defended by a 
poorly-trained and motivated South Viet¬ 
namese force that did no more patrolling 
than it had to. Added to Da Nang’s impor¬ 
tance as a center for many of the US air 
strikes against North Vietnam, this made 
the base an almost irresistible target for 
the Viet Cong. 


US Marines hit the 
beaches at Da Nang 


Early in February, the United States 
took the first step toward improving Da 
Nang’s defenses by assigning a US Marine 
Corps Hawk surface-to-air (SAM) missile 
battalion to the base. The Hawk (Homing 
All-the-Way Killer), effective against air¬ 
craft flying at heights between treetop 
level and about 38,000 ft (11,600m), has a 
speed of Mach 2.5 and a range of about 22 
miles (35 km). A Hawk unit normally con¬ 
sists of some 50-plus launchers. The next 
step came later in the month, when West¬ 
moreland's deputy. General John Throck¬ 
morton, returned from an inspection of 
Da Nang to report that the situation there 
was so precarious that a full Marine Expe¬ 
ditionary Brigade—three infantry batta¬ 
lions with artillery and logistical support 
—was needed. Cutting Throckmorton’s 
requirement from three battalions to two 
in order to keep the number of US ground 
troops in South Vietnam to a minimum, 
Westmoreland immediately passed the 
request on to Washington. 

Although Ambassador Taylor believed 
that sending American units to Vietnam 
would lead to ever-increasing troop com¬ 
mitments, which might lead the South 
Vietnamese to relinquish as much as 
possible of the fighting to their allies, he 
shared Westmoreland’s concern and back¬ 
ed his request. So did Admiral Ulysses S. 
Grant Sharp, Commander in Chief, Pacific, 
who told the Joint Chiefs of Staff that 
committing Marines to Da Nang was "an 
act of prudence which we should take 
before and not after another tragedy 
occurs”. 

On 26 February, President Johnson 
approved the deployment, and on 8 March 
the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade, 
commanded by Brigadier General 
Frederick J. Karch, came ashore at Da 
Nang. They were welcomed by a contingent 
of South Vietnamese and by a number of 
young girls who distributed Ids (floral 
garlands). To one side stood a group of 
US Army advisers to the South Vietna¬ 
mese old hands at fighting the Viet 
Cong—with a large sign reading, "Wel¬ 
come to the gallant Marines.” 

The humor seemed appropriate at the 
time. But although they were not the first 
Marines active in Vietnam US Marine 
Corps advisers had served with the Viet¬ 
namese Marines since 1954, and the 
Marine Corps’ "Shu-Fly” helicopter task 
unit had been operational at Da Nang 
since 1962 the arrival of the 9th Marine 
Expeditionary Brigade marked a most 
significant step in the course of American 
military commitment in Vietnam. 6 
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1. Napalm from a US Air Force A-1 
Skyraider blasts a Viet Cong position 
in a jungle area of South Vietnam in 
1 965. 2. A McDonnell Douglas A-4E 
Skyhawk of the US Navy fires a salvo 
of Sin rockets against a Viet Cong 
concentration. 1 965. 3. Shortly after 
the Marines' arrival at Da Nang. 

M48 medium tanks of A Company. 

3d Tanks. 9th MEB. line up ready to 
move out for a firing exercise. 4. US 
Marines dig in while on a sweep against 
the Viet Cong late in 1 965: the 9th 
Marine Expeditionary Brigade (MEB) 
came ashore at Da Nang on 8 March 
1 965. one Battalion Landing Team 
disembarking from a Special Landing 
Force of the Seventh Fleet, another 
airlifted from Okinawa in KC-130 
transports. 5. Tough terrain and a 
heavy load: US Marines in all-too- 
typical jungle conditions in South 
Vietnam. The Marine in the foreground 
carries a 7.62mm M60 general purpose 
machine gun. 6 . A Hawk missile battery 
of 9th MEB moves to the top of Hill 
327. Da Nang, during the relocation of 
part of the airfield defenses in March 
1965. The Hawk (Homing All-the-Way 
Killer) surface-to-air missile, deployed 
at Da Nang from February 1965. is 
effective against aircraft flying at 
a height of up to about 38.000ft 
(11.600m). over a range of some 
22 miles (35km). 
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The air war against 
North Vietnam 

Bernard C. Nalty 


I n considering the policy of bombing 
North Vietnam to save the South, 
President Johnson’s administration had 
three major options: purely retaliatory 
strikes, like that following the Bien 
Hoa attack; a 'Tast/full squeeze”, a swift 
and heavy offensive against targets of 
military significance; or a ”slow squeeze”, 
an escalating campaign designed to demon¬ 
strate to the enemy that punishment was 
directly geared to his own aggression. As 
mentioned previously, President Johnson 
had approved the retaliatory policy sug¬ 
gested by William P, Bundy, although 
internecine political struggles between 
South Vietnam’s generals and politicians 
had forced postponement of the onslaught. 
The first significant retaliatory air strikes 
were those of ^Flaming Dart I”, following 
the Pleiku incident of 7 February 1965, and 
^Flaming Dart 11”, provoked by the attack 
on Qui I^on on 10 February. Following 
these raids, "Rolling Thunder”—the "slow 
squeeze”policy—waslaunchedon2 March. 
President Johnson’s decision to implement 
a policy of "persuasion” through air power 
was accompanied by Secretary of Defense 
McNamara’s suggestion that bombing 
North Vietnam might also serve as a 
warning to China against possible in¬ 
volvement. 


North Vietnam’s network 
of air defenses 


A key target, during the early "Rolling 
Thunder” attacks was the strategically 
important Thanh Hoa bridge which carried 
a highway and a rail line across the Song 
Ma (Ma River), which flows into the Gulf 
of Tonkin. On 4 April, as US Air Force 
Republic F-105D Thunderchief fighter- 
bombers were approaching this objective, 
four North Vietnamese MiG-17s, under 
radar control from the ground, intercepted 
a four-plane American flight. The escort 
of USAF North American F-lOO Super 
Sabres, concentrating on protecting the 
Thunderchiefs during the actual bomb run, 
failed to see the MiGs homing on their 
target. Although one of the Thunderchiefs 
recognized the danger and radioed a 
warning, the enemy interceptors scored 
two kills. 

MiG-]7s, joined later by MiG-21s and a 
few MiG-19s, formed one component of 
North Vietnam’s air defenses. Another 
was the radar-directed surface-to-air mis¬ 
sile (SAM). The SAM was especially 
dangerous when launched through a layer 
of cloud, but a pilot who saw the weapon 
had an excellent chance of outmaneuver- 
ing it. 

Throughout the spring of 1965, American 
intelligence officers had received aerial 
photographs, taken by Navy and Air Force 
planes, showing SAM sites in North Viet¬ 
nam. Committed to a policy of gradual 


From March 1965 to October 
1968, the “Rolling 
Thunder” bombing offensive 
pitted sophisticated US 
weaponry and electronic 
countermeasures against 
the formidable network 
of missiles, anti-aircraft 
batteries and 
interceptors guarding 
military targets in 
North Vietnam. Because 
political considerations 
would not permit an 
all-out offensive, 
“Rolling Thunder” failed to 
restrain increased aggression 
by the Communists 

escalation, the United States refrained 
from hitting the launchers until it could be 
proved beyond doubt that the weapons 
were operational. A USAF Douglas EB-66C 
Destroyer electronic warfare aircraft 
obtained the necessary evidence by inter¬ 
cepting radar signals from one of the sites. 
Proof positive was forthcoming on 24 July 
1965, when a SAM launched west of Hanoi 
destroyed a USAF F-4C Phantom. 

Anti-aircraft guns formed the third 
element n the North Vietnamese air 
defense network. Controlled by radar and 
ranging in size from 37mm to 100mm, these 
weapons were responsible for most of the 
American planes shot down over the North. 
Anti-aircraft batteries protected SAM 
sites, which were vulnerable to low altitude 
attack, and defended most other targets. 
Early in the war, a favorite North Viet¬ 
namese trick was to set up a dummy SAM 
battery, surround it with camouflaged anti¬ 
aircraft guns, and wait for a US attack. 
The measures employed against MiGs 
differed from those used against missiles 
and anti-aircraft guns. Of particular value 
against interceptors was the airborne 
radar in the USAF EC-121D. Operators on 
board this military version of the Lockheed 
Super Constellation filled a gap in Ameri¬ 
can radar coverage over North Vietnam. 
As the war progressed, radars in EC-121s, 
on the ground, and in ships off the coast 
maintained surveillance of the North, at 
first issuing warning of MiG attacks and 
later directing F-4 Phantoms into position 
to shoot down the interceptors. 

Electronics enabled the American bomb¬ 
ing forces to counter the SAMs. At the out¬ 
set, the Air Force’s EB-66C Destroyer or 
the Navy’s almost identical EA-3 Sky- 
warrior provided warning that SAM 
guidance radars were transmitting. When 
installed in the individual fighter-bomber, 
warning and homing gear alerted the crew 


to SAM launchings. In addition, the Navy’s 
Lockheed EC-12lMs could detect SAMs 
as well as MiG formations. 

On 17 October 1965, radar detection 
equipment figured in the first successful 
attack on a North Vietnamese SAM site. 
A flight of four McDonnell Douglas A-4 
Skyhawk carrier bombers, led by one of the 
Grumman A-6 Intruders acquired by the 
Navy as all-weather attack aircraft, struck 
a site near Kep airfield northeast of Hanoi. 
Lieutenant Commander Pete Garber, who 
piloted the A-6, reported that radar vans, 
stored missiles, and nearby buildings were 
burning as the Navy flight departed. 

Detection helped, but the strike forces 
also needed some means of disrupting the 
radar that controlled the SAMs. At first, 
Marine EF-lOB Skynights, former night 
fighters with jamming transmitters in¬ 
stead of armament, joined Navy EA-3s in 
performing this mission. Later the USAF’s 
EB-66B, with a more powerful jamming 
signal, took over, but enemy fighter 
strength forced the Americans to find an 
alternative. 


Electronic countermeasures 
against SAM activity 


An effective means of suppressing SAM 
activity, and sometimes destroying the 
sites, was the "Wild Weasel”, a two-place 
USAF F-105F carrying the Navy-developed 
Shrike (air-to-surface, originally de¬ 
signated "anti-radar”) missile and 
equipped with radar homing and warning 
gear. Upon detecting radar waves from a 
missile site, the Wild Weasel turned toward 
the transmitter and launched a Shrike 
which followed the radar beam to its 
source. The threat of Wild Weasel forced 
the enemy to rely on other types of radar 
to locate targets, limiting the use of the 
SAM tracking set to a few seconds only. 
By limiting transmittingtime and shutting 
down whenever a Shrike was launched, 
the radar might escape damage but these 
restrictions reduced the accuracy of the 
missiles. 

The "countermeasures pod” provided 
the best electronic protection against the 
SAM. This device consisted of a trans¬ 
mitter, enclosed in a streamlined under¬ 
wing housing, that broadcast a signal 
capable of jamming radar. The pod could 
be adjusted to jam radars controlling either 
anti-aircraft guns or SAMs. On 7 October 
1966, 10 anti-aircraft and 12 SAM radars 
tracked an eight-plane strike formation, 
but jamming from the pods completely 
frustrated the North Vietnamese missile 
crews and the gunners. When using the 
pods, American pilots generally focused 
on the SAM defenses, flying beyond reach 
of light anti-aircraft guns, but at altitudes 
where the missiles would normally have 
been deadly. 
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1. The policy of retaliation for 
Communist aggression in the South with 
air attacks on North Vietnam had its 
first significant expression in the 
"Flaming Dart" strikes of February 
1 965: the "Rolling Thunder" offensive 
began on 2 March. Here. A-4 Skyhawks 
from the carrier USS Oriskany head for 
targets in North Vietnam. 2. A weapons 
mechanic at Da Nang instals fins on 
one of a trailer-load of Sparrow IIIB 
air-to-air missiles, to be carried by 
the US Air Force F-4C Phantoms in the 
background. 3. B-52 Stratofortresses 
struck at North Vietnam for the first 
time in April 1 966, bombing the Mu Gia 
Pass, a vital access route to the Ho Chi 
Mlnh Trail network in Laos. 4. North 
Vietnam's highly-sophisticated air 
defense system incorporated 
anti-aircraft batteries and 
Soviet-built MiG interceptors, as well 
as radar-directed surface-to-air 
missiles like the SA-2 Guideline 
battery seen here. 
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Flying fast, maneuverable, but short- 
range MiG interceptors, North Vietnamese 
pilots preferred to make a radar-directed 
hit-and-run pass, attacking American 
strike aircraft from astern with heat¬ 
seeking missiles or cannon. Although the 
aircraft thus attacked might escape, the 
attack sometimes forced them to jettison 
their bombs in order to get away. When a 
combat air patrol (CAP) intervened to 
protect the strike formation, a dogfight 
might ensue. 

The first MiG kills ofthe war occurred on 
17 June 1965, when Lieutenant John Smith, 
radar operator in a patrolling F-4 Phantom 
II fighter from the carrier Midway, spotted 
four MiG-17s. The pilot. Commander Louis 
Page, made a head-on attack: two Navy 
Phantoms and the four MiGs closed at a 
speed in excess of l,000mph (l,600kph). 
Page singled out one of the Soviet-built 
interceptors and destroyed it with a radar- 
guided Sparrow missile. His wingman, 

» Lieutenant Jack Batson, shot down a 
second MiG with a similar missile. 

Three days later, a unique dogfight 
occurred between piston-engined US Navy 
Douglas A-1 Skyraiders and MiG-17 jets. 
Four A-ls, nicknamed "Spads” after the 
World War I fighter, were covering a 
rescue mission when two MiGs suddenly 
attacked. The slower Spads kept turning 
inside the jets. After five minutes of man¬ 
euvering, two of the Navy pilots. Lieu¬ 
tenant Clinton Johnson and Lieutenant 
(j.g.) Charles Hartman, closed in behind 
a MiG-17 and shot it down with 20mm 
cannon fire. The surviving MiG broke off 
the fight. 

Air Force F-4 Phantoms scored their 
first victories of the war on 10 July 1965. On 
that day a combat air patrol of four Phan¬ 
toms trailed the bombing aircraft as a 
precaution against sudden MiG attacks 
on the strike force as its escort, low on fuel, 
was retiring. These tactics worked; the 
enemy took the bait and attacked the 
Phantoms. Using afterburner to increase 
speed, Captain Kenneth Holcome and 
Captain Arthur Clark, pilot and radarman 
in one of the F-4s, shook off a MiG, then 
came up behind it and scored a hit with a 
heat-seeking Sidewinder missile. After 
momentarily losing sight of the inter¬ 
ceptor that had jumped their F-4, Captain 
Thomas Roberts and Captain Ronald 
Anderson came up with it as it was recover¬ 
ing from a tight turn and fired three heat¬ 
seeking missiles, one of which exploded 
deep inside the enemy’s fuselage. 

Phantoms set a trap 
for the MiGs 


The most spectacular air battle of the 
war was "Operation Bolo”, planned and 
led by Colonel Robin Olds ofthe 8th Tacti¬ 
cal Fighter Wing. Because President 
Johnson had not yet given permission for 
MiGs to be attacked on the ground. Olds 
planned to lure the enemy into the air and 
destroy him. The plan, carried out on 2 Jan¬ 
uary 1967, involved a strike force in which 
F-4Cs took the place ofthe usual F-l{)5D.s. 
The enemy aircraft intercepted what they 
thought were bomb-laden Thunderchiefs, 
only to discover that they had engaged the 
faster Phantoms. In the melee that fol¬ 
lowed, Olds personally destroyed one 
MiG-21, launching a heat-seeking missile 


that penetrated the victim’s tail pipe, 
exploded, and blew off a wing. This wasone 
of seven MiGs shot down that day. 

"Rolling Thunder” continued, with 
pauses and frequent adjustments of the 
target area, from 2 March 1965 until 31 
October 1968. At first, Secretary Mc¬ 
Namara stressed the importance of over¬ 
awing the enemy with a show of American 
determination. Both McNamara and 
President Johnson kept a tight rein on 
American air power, authorizing attacks 
only upon military barracks, depots, or 
similar targets and occasionally suspend¬ 
ing operations to give the enemy an op¬ 
portunity to back down. When the North 
Vietnamese showed no sign of abandoning 
their campaign to conquer the South, 
McNamara approved gradually intensified 
attacks against enemy supply lines. It was 
claimed that armed reconnaissance mis¬ 
sions over the North had, during 1965, 
resulted in the destruction or damaging of 
1,500 boats and barges, 650 railroad cars 
and locomotives, and 800 trucks. 

In early 1966, after a long bombing pause 
over Christmas and Tet, Rolling Thunder 
aircraft again launched strikes upon 
military targets, concentrating upon oil 
storage depots throughout the North. 
Bridges and other transportation elements 
came under attack, and Air Force and 
Navy aircraft also hit the comparatively 
primitive industries of North Vietnam, 
such as cement factories and power¬ 
generating plants. Secretary McNamara 
refused tounleash total air power, however, 
forbidding attacks on Hanoi and designat¬ 
ing buffer zones to prevent strikes from 
violating the Chinese border or endanger¬ 
ing ships unloading at Haiphong. 


North Vietnam forced 
to disperse fuel stocks 


The 1966 raids on oil storage depots 
appeared to be spectacularly successful. 
The huge tanks at Haiphong erupted in 
columns of greasy smoke, cutting storage 
capacity thereby an estimated 90 percent. 
The enemy countered, however, by dispers¬ 
ing their fuel stocks in small storage sites 3 
throughout the North. 

During 1967, the use of air power moved 
even farther from the original goal of per¬ 
suading North Vietnam to suspend 
operations in the South. American air¬ 
craft attempted to disrupt the movement 
of supplies from China by bombing bridges, 
severing rail lines, shooting up rolling 
stock, and conducting armed reconnais¬ 
sance of roads and waterways. A similar 
air campaign sought to isolate Haiphong 
and to prevent military aid from passing 
through that port. Atone time an estimated 
200,000 short tons (178,000 tons; 180,000 
tonnes) ofsupplies were clogging Haiphong 
docks, but the cordon could not be main¬ 
tained. By year’s end, American aircraft 
had bombed all but one of North Vietnam’s 
MiG bases, and air-laid mines were being 
planted in the country’s inland waterways. 

Industrial sites near Hanoi, including 
the Thai Nguyen steel plant, came under 
attack during 1967. In March, while 
attacking this target. Captain Merlyn H. 
Dethlefsen, USAF, earned the Medal of 
Honor, America’s highest award for valor. 
He received the decoration not for shoot¬ 
ing down enemy aircraft but for courage 6 
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1. A North Vietnamese pilot climbs 
into a Soviet-built l\/liG-21 Fishbed 
interceptor. 2. The bombs of an A-4C 
I Skyhawk from the carrier USS Ranger id.\\ 
earthward during a strike on a highway 
bridge in North Vietnam in July 1 966. 

3. A US Air Force reconnaissance air¬ 
craft obtained this picture of MiG-1 7 
Fresco interceptors in their protect¬ 
ive shelter at Phuc Yen airfield, 20 
miles northeast of Hanoi, in October 
1 966. 4. An RA-5C Vigilante reconnaiss¬ 
ance attack aircraft of the carrier 
USS Constellation comes in for an 

! arrested landing. 5. Shot down over 
North Vietnam, Captain M. N. Jones, 
USAF, is paraded in a truck by his captors, 
j 6. Its bombs gone, a USAF A-1 E Sky- 
^ raider rolls down through light cloud 
1 to make a strafing pass at its ground 
j target. 7. A Republic F-105F, nicknamed 
I "the Thud", makes a level bombing run; 

I this aircraft carries underwing 

I AGM-45A Shrike anti-radiation missiles. 

I normally carried only by "Wild 

I Weasel" F-105G ECM aircraft. 






























and persistence in attacking the SAM 
defenses. Flying an F-105F Wild Weasel, 
Dethlefsen and his electronic warfare 
officer, Captain Mike Gilroy, arrived over 
the target about 30 minutes in advance of 
the strike force and began searching for 
SAM sites. Gilroy picked up radar signals, 
but as Dethlefsen was preparing to launch 
a Shrike missile, two MiGs swept down in a 
tail attack. In order to escape, Dethlefsen 
had to dive into the concentrated fire of the 
57mm installations protecting the steel 
mill. Climbing again, he encountered 
another pair of MiGs and again dived into 
the flak, taking a hit in the fuselage from a 
57mm shell and sustaining superficial 
wing-damage from shell fragments. By 
now the US fighter-bombers were depart¬ 
ing, but Dethlefsen remained behind to 
help suppress radar-controlled fire during 
the withdrawal. Despite dust and smoke, 
he located the missile site that Gilroy had 
detected earlier and destroyed it, first 
launching a Shrike and then attacking 
with bombs and gunfire. Captain Gilroy 
received the Air Force Cross for his skill 
in pinpointing the source of the radar 
signals—and for his courage. 

Bombs against the 
North Vietnam bridges 


Some four months after the first raids on 
the Thai Nguyen steel plant, USAF fighter- 
bombers attacked the Paul Doumer bridge, 
which carried both rail and road traffic 
over the Red River at Hanoi, On 11 August 
1967, a total of 26 F-105D Thunderchiefs, 
each aircraft carrying one 3,000-pound 
(1,360kg) bomb, attacked the bridge in 
three waves. Each wave had four F-4s as 
overhead cover against MiGs, four more 
F-4s to attack anti-aircraft batteries, and 
four Wild Weasels for SAM suppression. 
While anti-personnel bombs burst among 
the anti-aircraft crews, the strike force 
climbed from tree-top height to 13,000 feet 
(3,965m), dived at a 45-degree angle toward 
the bridge, dropped their bombs, lowered 
their air brakes, and pulled out. The 
second Thunderchief to attack released its 
bomb after diving to 7,000 feet (2,135m), 
scoring a direct hit that dropped one span 
of the bridge into the water. By the time 
the last F-105D turned towards its base in 
Thailand, one railroad and two highway 
spans had been destroyed. The bridge 
remained out of service for seven weeks. 

The Paul Doumer bridge again carried 
traffic until late October, when F-105Ds 
knocked it out once more. North Viet¬ 
namese repair crews swarmed over the 
structure and had trains and trucks 
moving before the end of November. The 
fighter-bombers returned twice in Dec¬ 
ember, blasting several gaps in both high¬ 
way and railroad spans. The enemy then 
gave up repairing the bridge and built a 
pontoon replacement some distance away 
to carry rail traffic. 

To lighten the traffic on the Paul Doumer 
bridge and its replacement, the North 
Vietnamese ferried freight cars across 
the Red River. One night in October 1967, 
the US Navy carrier Constellationlixunched 
a lone Grumman A-6A Intruder, carrying 
18 500-pound (227kg) bombs, with orders 
to destroy the loading slip for the rail¬ 
road ferry. While Lieutenant Lyle Bull 
interpreted radar echoes to pick out 



landmarks and avoid dangerous ridges. 
Lieutenant Commander Charles Hunter 
guided the plane at low level through the 
darkness. Just 18 miles (29km) from the 
target, a SAM, clearly distinguishable 
by its trail of burning propellant, rose 
toward the US aircraft. In all, the defenders 
launched 16 missiles, one of which missed 
the Intruder by only 200 feet (61m). Diving 
to rooftop height, too low for the missile 
batteries to track and destroy them, the 
Navy fliers found the ferry slip and dropped 
their bombs directly on it. 

The most difficult target faced by Ameri¬ 
can pilots was the Thanh Hoa bridge, on 
the Ma River some 80 miles (130km) south 
of Hanoi. This target was attacked re¬ 
peatedly throughout the course of Rolling 
Thunder. Navy, Air Force, and Marine 
airmen flew 700 sorties at the cost of eight 
aircraft, but the bridge defied destruction. 
The Navy used its newly-developed ”Wall- 
eye” glide bomb (operational in 1966) 
against the Thanh Hoa bridge. A television 
camera in the nose of the 1,100-pound 
(499kg) missile relayed a picture to a moni¬ 
tor screen in the cockpit, enabling the pilot 
to make sure the television had locked 
on to the target before launch. This bomb 
scored hits on the span but failed to bring 
it down. 

Not until 1972, when the US Air Force 
employed "Smart'' laser guided bombs, 
was the Thanh Hoa bridge destroyed. The 
2,000-pound (907kg) or 3,000-pound 

(1,365kg) "Smart” bomb homed on a laser 
beam directed at the target, usually 
achieving remarkable accuracy. The de¬ 
struction of the Thanh Hoa bridge dis¬ 
proved a legend, circulated during Rolling 
Thunder, that the world was composed of 
two spring-loaded hemispheres, hinged 
somewhere under the Atlantic and held 
together by the Thanh Hoa bridge; if the 
bridge was severed, the world would 
fly apart! 


1. USAF F-4 Phantom Ms carrying 
"Smart" laser-guided bombs like those 
used to knock out the Thanh Hoa 
bridge. North Vietnam, in 1 972. 2. 

A-6A Intruders from USS Constellation 
unload; the Intruder carried a maximum 
bomb load of 1 5.0001b. 3. A Forward 
Air Controller flies a Cessna 0-1 E 
Bird Dog at low altitude to locate 
ground targets, guide in air strikes, 
and coordinate air and ground action. 

4. Aboard USS Constellation. Lieutenant 
Randall Cunningham, first air ace of 
the Vietnam war. describes how he 
downed three MiG-1 7s during a single 
mission. 5. Map: Tactical Airfields 
in the Republic of Vietnam. 1 968. 


USAF missions to 
rescue downed pilots 


Throughout the war, every attempt was 
made to rescue downed airmen when 
recovery seemed at all possible. Until the 
arrival of the Sikorsky HH-53, the best 
aircraft for this mission was the turbine- 
powered Sikorsky HH-3 helicopter, called 
"Jolly Green Giant” by the USAF rescue 
units flying out of Thailand. If other air¬ 
craft in the downed crewmen's formation 
picked up the radio signal that indicated a 
good ejection —and if the defenses in the 
area were not so powerful as to make the 
mission suicidal—one or more helicopters, 
sometimes assisted by a modified Lock¬ 
heed C-130 Hercules transport doubling 
as a flying tanker and aerial command post, 
searched for the fliers, alert for either a 
message over the portable radio that crew¬ 
men carried or for improvised signals from 
the ground. Because enemy troops might 
be nearby, A-1 Skyraiders stood by to 
saturate North Vietnamese or Viet Cong 
forces with 20mm cannon fire. 

As the US Navy’s carriers steamed 
toward Tonkin Gulf to take part in Rolling 
Thunder, crewmen modified the Sikorsky 
SH-3 Sea King anti-submarine helicopter, 
increasing fuel capacity and mounting 
remote-controlled 7.62mm Miniguns in 
the rear of each sponson, to make it the 
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Aircraft and weapons combinations used in MiG victories 


USAF Aircraft 

Weapons/ Tactics 

MiG -17 

MiG -19 

MiG-21 

Total 

F-4C 

AIM-7 Sparrow 

4 

0 

10 

14 


AlM-9 Sidewinder 

12 

0 

10 

22 


20mnn gunfire 

3 

0 

1 

4 


Maneuvering tactics 

2 

0 

0 

2 


Total 

21 

0 

21 

42 

F-4D 

AIM-4 Falcon 

4 

0 

1 

5 


AIM-7 Sparrow 

4 

2 

20 

26 


AIM-9 Sidewinder 

0 

2 

3 

5 


20mm gunfire 

4 

0 

2 

6 


Maneuvering tactics 

0 

0 

2 

2 


Total 

12 

4 

28 

44 

F-4E 

AIM-7 Sparrow 

0 

2 

8 

10 


AIM-9 Sidewinder 

0 

0 

4 

4 


AIM-9 + 20mm gunfire 

0 

0 

1 

1 


20mm gunfire 

0 

1 

4 

5 


Maneuvering tactics (2 F-4Es) 

0 

1 

0 

1 


Total 

0 

4 

17 

21 

F-4D/F-105F 

20mm gunfire 

1 

0 

0 

1 

F-105D 

20mm gunfire 

22 

0 

0 

22 


AIM-9 Sidewinder 

2 

0 

0 

2 


AIM-9 + 20mm gunfire 

1 

0 

0 

1 


Total 

25 

0 

0 

25 

F-105F 

20mm gunfire 

2 

0 

0 

2 

B-52D 

50 caliber gunfire 

0 

0 

2 

2 

Grand Total 


61 

8 

68 

137 



naval equivalent of the Jolly Green Giant. 
On 6 November 1965, these rescue aircraft 
were put to the test when an F-105D went 
down not far from Hanoi. 

Two USAF A-ls appeared on the scene 
almost immediately, but as one of them 
approached the area where the Thunder- 
chief had gone down, enemy gunners set 
the Skyraider on fire. The pilot managed to 
bail out safely and soon made contact with 
the surviving A-1. A Jolly Green Giant 
arrived in mid-afternoon to make the 
rescue, only to be shot down near the 
wrecked Thunderchief and Skyraider. 

Meanwhile, two modified Sea Kings 
from the carrier Independence were stand¬ 
ing by. Another pair of Air Force A-ls 
arrived, re-established contact with the 
downed Skyraider pilot, and summoned 
a helicopter. Lieutenant Commander Vern 
Frank responded, but darkness by now hid 
the rugged, heavily-forested area from 
which the signal came. A Navy A-1 escort¬ 
ing Lieutenant Commander Frank’s heli¬ 
copter flew over the point of origin of the 
radio message and flashed its lights, but 
the rescue crew could not determine where 
to lower the hoist. Finally, the downed 
aviator was asked to show a light; luckily, 
he had a lighter, which he flicked on to 
mark his position for the rescuers. 

When the rescue effort resumed next 
morning, a different crew was flying 
Frank’s helicopter. After dropping be¬ 
neath a cloud layer to evade MiGs, the 
rescue craft came under fire from the 
ground. The crew managed to extinguish 
a blaze in the cabin, and the pilot attempted 
to nurse his crippled helicopter over the 
hills that barred his way to the coast and 
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safety. He had to crash-land far short of 
his goal. A small (three-man) Kaman UH -2 
Seasprite naval helicopter responded to 
the distress call, located the wreckage, but 
had the capacity to lift out only one crew 
member. A Jolly Green Giant from Thai¬ 
land completed the rescue. But meanwhile 
the radio signals from the area where the 
F-105D pilot and the four-man crew of the 
downed Jolly Green Giant waited had 
ceased. The five men became prisoners of 
the North Vietnamese. 

Sometimes a crippled aircraft reached 
Tonkin Gulf before the pilot ejected. If he 
were lucky, a Navy helicopter might pick 
him up almost at once—but North Viet¬ 
namese junks might arrive first and take 
him prisoner. Grumman HU-16 Albatross 
amphibians, flown by USAF crews, made 
many sea rescues until replaced by heli¬ 
copters which, being able to hover over 
the ditched airmen and lower a hoist, did 
not have to risk damage by landing and 
taking off. 

Aerial tankers and reconnaissance 
planes were essential to the air war against 
the North. All the services flew tankers: 
the Marines used the Lockheed KC-130 
Hercules; the Navy operated Douglas 
KA-3B Sky warriors; and the Air Force had 
Boeing KC-135 Stratotankers. Aerial re¬ 
fueling not only increased range and en¬ 
durance but also enabled strike aircraft 
to carry, heavier bomb loads. In the hot, 
humid climate of Southeast Asia, where 
fighter-bombers and other aircraft required 
a longer takeoff run than normal, mission 
planners got the craft safely airborne by 
reducing the amount of fuel on board 
(while retaining a full bomb load) and 
having the pilots top up their fuel supply 
from waiting tankers. 


Reconnaissance planes select 
targets, assess damage 

Aerial reconnaissance was carried out 
both to select targets and to assess the 
damage caused by air strikes. Navy air¬ 
craft like the Ling-Temco-Vought RF- 8 , 
the photo-reconnaissance version of the 
Crusader fighter, kept the carrier task 
force informed of the construction of SAM 
sites early in 1965. More complex than the 
RF -8 was the North American RA-5C 
Vigilante, a huge (maximum gross weight: 
79,5881b/36,100kg) twin-jet aircraft, un¬ 
armed but laden with cameras and other 
sensors. Automatic flight controls and an 
inertial navigation system kept the air¬ 
craft on course as it thundered low over 
North Vietnam at supersonic speed. To 
facilitate interpretation, film from the 
Vigilante’s cameras incorporated an im¬ 
print of the latitude and longitude. 

For low altitude photo-reconnaissance 
missions, the US Air Force used the 
McDonnell RF -101 Voodoo, designed 
originally as a long-range fighter, and the 
McDonnell Douglas RF-4C Phantom, 
carrying cameras and electronic gear 
instead of armament. A converted target 
drone collected information on enemy 
defenses in areas judged too dangerous for 
manned aircraft. Launched froma DC-130A 
mother-ship, the pilotless craft made its 
programmed flight and then headed to¬ 
ward a rendezvous with a CH-3 recovery 
helicopter. As the two converged, the 
drone’s jet engine shut down and a para¬ 


chute opened; the recovery crew snagged 
the shroud lines and carried the craft back 
to intelligence technicians at the base. 

On the night of 31 March 1968, con¬ 
fronted by growing public opposition to 
the war. President Johnson suspended 
bombing north of the 20th Parallel (some 
250 miles/400km north of the DMZ), 
announcing at the same time that he 
would not seek another term of office. Six 
months later, on 31 October, the eve of the 
presidential election, he halted all bombing 
of North Vietnam—although aerial re¬ 
connaissance continued and American 
aircraft were allowed to make an occa¬ 
sional retaliatory strike. 


“Rolling Thunder” fails 
to deter the North 


Rolling Thunder failed on two counts. 
Those who advocated persuasion by bom¬ 
bardment had both underestimated North 
Vietnam’s determination and overestim¬ 
ated its vulnerability. No worthwhile 
strategic targets existed in the nation; 
there was nothing comparable to the 
synthetic fuel plants upon which Germany 
had depended during World War II. The 
North Vietnamese were able to survive the 
loss of thermal power plants and even 
of their only steel mill —an object of great 
national pride. They were prepared to 
make such sacrifices for their cause. 

Nor did Rolling Thunder halt the flow of 
materiel from foreign suppliers, through 
North Vietnam, to the forces fighting in the 
South. Secretary McNamara became con¬ 
vinced that the cost of Rolling Thunder in 
lives and aircraft was out of proportion to 
the results. The movement of supplies 
could not be disrupted unless Haiphong 
and the other ports were sealed, the rail 2 
link with China severed, and steady 
pressure maintained againstenemy ground 
forces in South Vietnam. 

When the air war against North Vietnam 
began again after the Viet Cong’s all-out 
offensive against the South in March 1972, 
President Richard M. Nixon approved a 
strategy that showed the effect of many of 
the lessons learned from the failure of 
Rolling Thunder. Minefields closed North 
Vietnamese ports; the rail line to China 
came under attack; and South Vietnamese 
troops, given massive air support, eventu¬ 
ally fought the enemy to a standstill. 

In a purely tactical sense, the Americans 
profited in 1972 from improved weapons, 
such as laser-guided bombs, and new 
techniques that had not been available for 
Rolling Thunder. "'Chaff’ — aluminum 
strips acting as radar reflectors and 
released in clouds to saturate an area- 
supplemented other forms of jamming 
(although this was by no means an innova- 3 
tion; the technique was pioneered by 
Britain’s Royal Air Forcein World War II). 
Wild Weasel and countermeasures pods 
were available from the outset. Boeing 
B-52 Stratofortresses (whose operations 
are described in detail in a separate 
chapter) attacked the North, greatly in¬ 
creasing the tonnage of bombs aimed at the 
most important targets, and these bom¬ 
bers, with the Navy’s A -6 Intruder and the 
Air F’orce’s General Dynamics F -111 all- 
weather tactical fighter-bomber, enabled 
the United States to conduct heavy 
bombing around the clock. 4 
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1, A US Navy F-4B Phantom makes a 
bombing run over jungle terrain. 2. Two 
500lb "Snakeye" bombs —used for low- 
altitude missions, with retarding gear 
to slow the rate of fall—being wheeled 
across the flight deck of USS Constel¬ 
lation 3. A crew chief of the 20th 
Helicopter Squadron, USAF, looks down 
on an ARVN helicopter which has crashed 
in a rice paddy; with the help of Viet¬ 
namese troops, the US helicopter crew 
recovered the wrecked aircraft. 4. The 
reconnaissance version of the F-4 
Phantom was generally used for low- 
level missions. 5. Two HH-53E 
helicopters of Detachment 7, 38th Air 
Rescue and Recovery Squadron, USAF, 
fly over Da Nang harbor en route to an 
airstrip south of the Demilitarized Zone, 
where they will stand ready for the call 
to retrieve downed aviators. 6 . Map: 

US bombing route packages and major 
targets in North Vietnam: North Viet¬ 
namese air bases. 7. A B-52 Strato- 
fortress refuels from a Boeing KC-1 35 
Stratotanker before striking targets 
in North Vietnam. 


NORTH VIETNAM AIRFIELDS. 1967; MAJOR US TARGETS 
US ROUTE PACKAGE AREAS AND OPERATIONAL 
RESTRICTIONS - 

N. 

Railroad 
from 

; Kumming 

/ nV • . 


\ 


^ 9 Dien Bien Phu 


Hanoi prohibited 
zone: lOnm 
Hanoi restricted 
zone: 30nm 
Haiphong prohibited 
zone; 4nm 
Haiphong restricted 
zone; lOnm 


1 to 6B = Route package! 

/' 

/ 

Restricted zone 


Prohibited zone 

““ Route package boundaries 
® Jet serviceable 
D Under construction 
® Unserviceable 

O Under construction 
Railroad 




7 




















R US strategy to stem 
the Communist tide 

Charles B. MacDonald 


A s the 9th Marine Expeditionary 
Brigade (soon redesignated III Marine 
Amphibious Force), the first significant 
contingent of American combat troops 
committed to South Vietnam, began arriv¬ 
ing in March 1965, General. William C. 
Westmoreland, commanding the MACV, 
viewed the South Vietnamese military 
situation as increasingly critical. If the 
current trend continued, he believed, 
within six months the South Vietnamese 
would hold only '"a series of islands of 
strength clustered around district and 
province capitals'’, while the government 
would be riven by various groups advocat¬ 
ing some agreement with the Communists. 
Underlying Westmoreland’s concern was 
his knowledge that a division of the North 
Vietnamese Army (VPA — Vietnamese 
People’s Army; a term embracing all 
North Vietnamese forces) had infiltrated 
the mountains and jungles of the Central 
Highlands. Although he did not then know 
how large a force the North Vietnamese 
intended to commit, the division was, in 
fact, the vanguard ofsizableforcesdesigned 
to implement a decision made by the 
North Vietnamese Politburo (cabinet) in 
1964. The Communists planned to force a 
decision in South Vietnam before the 
Americans could intervene in force. Even 
with the limited knowledge he possessed 
early in 1965, the North Vietnamese 
presence in the Central Highlands seemed 
to Westmoreland to presage a shift from an 
internal war of insurgency in the South, 
supported by North Vietnam, to a con¬ 
ventional war directly involving major 
North Vietnamese forces. 

It would require about one year, West¬ 
moreland reckoned, to bring the South 
Vietnamese Army (ARVN; often spoken 
as "ARVIN”) up to a strength sufficient to 
cope with the increasing activity of the 
Viet Cong insurgents—without the added 
peril inherent in the presence of North 
Vietnamese regulars. Even if American 
bombing of North Vietnam caused the 
North Vietnamese to back down, which 
Westmoreland doubted, it would take at 
least six months’ bombing to accomplish 
this. By that time, the South Vietnamese 
might well have collapsed. 


Westmoreland calls for an 
international commitment 


The ideal solution, as Westmoreland 
saw it, was to create an international force 
of about five divisions, to be deployed 
from the China Sea along the DMZ and 
across the Laotian panhandle (that part of 
Laos lying west and south of Vietnam 
above and below the DMZ, through which 
ran the Ho Chi Minh Trail). The creation 
of such a force might also invoke world 
opinion as an instrument to deter North 
Vietnamese aggression. But even if Presi- 


Even when a military 
government headed by 
General Nguyen Van 
Thieu and the dynamic 
air force commander 
Nguyen Cao Ky took power, 
US commander 
General Westmoreland 
questioned South 
Vietnam’s capability 
to withstand an all-out 
assault. But his appeals 
for more American troops 
and for Free World aid 
were grudgingly answered, 
forcing him to 

implement an unsatisfactory 
strategy of attrition 


dent Johnson approved such a force (in 
fact, he did not), it would take several 
months to create and deploy it. West¬ 
moreland saw no other solution than to 
bring in more American combat troops to 
hold the line until the ARVN could be 
strengthened. 

The presence of a North Vietnamese 
division in the Central Highlands seemed 
to indicate an enemy plan to cut South 
Vietnam in two and then conquer the 
northern provinces. Therefore Westmore¬ 
land wished to commit an American 
division to the area. He also wanted two 
more battalions of US Marines to guard 
the vital air bases in the northern pro¬ 
vinces; their security was essential to the 
bombingcampaign against North Vietnam. 

When Ambassador Taylor went to 
Washington in late March he presented 
these proposals to the President, only to 
find that Johnson was still hesitating over 
increased American commitment. The 
President would approve only the two 
Marine battalions for air base protection. 

Taylor nevertheless persuaded the 
President to adopt what became known as 
an "enclave strategy’’ —with which West¬ 
moreland disagreed. It involved creating 
defensive enclaves about air bases and 
ports, thereby limiting troop commitment 
while at the same time demonstrating 
America’s will to stand by the South. 
President Johnson also agreed that Ameri¬ 
can troops might abandon a strictly 
defensive stance and patrol to a depth of 
up to 50 miles (80km) outside the enclaves 
in order to forestall an enemy concentrat¬ 
ing with aggressive intent. 

Although the President would not then 
commit large numbers of American troops, 
he manifested obvious indecision. That 
was fully apparent when he ordered a 
conference in Honolulu between Taylor, 


Westmoreland, and senior Washington 
officials, including Secretary of Defense 
McNamara and General Earle G. Wheeler, 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 
When the Conference convened on 20 
April, no one expressed any hope of de¬ 
cisive outcome from the bombing campaign 
without some improvement in the military 
situation on the ground. The only way to 
achieve that, it was agreed, was to send in 
more American troops (9 battalions, 
making a total of 13 committed) and to 
solicit help from other concerned powers: 
notably Australia, New Zealand, and the 
Republic of Korea (South Korea). 

The decision to seek aid from other 
nations, sometimes called the "More 
Flags” policy, dated back to 1961, when 
Walt Rostow and other advisers had 
suggested the deployment of 25,000 men 
from the SEATO nations—the USA, UK, 
Australia, France, New Zealand, the 
Philippines, Thailand, and (until 1972) 
Pakistan —either on the border between 
Laos and South Vietnam or in the Central 
Highlands. Of these nations, the UK, 
France, and Pakistan were to respond with 
varying degrees of unhelpfulness, while 
the first to undertake a share of America’s 
stand against Communism was Australia: 
30 Australian experts in jungle warfare 
arrived in South Vietnam, to reinforce the 
US advisory teams in the northern pro¬ 
vinces, in August 1962. By 1969, more than 
7,000 Australians would be serving in 
Vietnam, along with some 550 New 
Zealanders: constituting a maximum com¬ 
mitment of three combat battalions, three 
air transport squadrons, a bomber squad¬ 
ron, and a helicopter squadron. The 
Royal Australian Navy’s guided missile 
destroyer Perth, later relieved by her 
sister-ship Hobart, served with elements of 
the US Navy. 


The command structure of 
the Free World forces 


Eventually five other nations contri¬ 
buted troops Australia, New Zealand, 
Thailand, South Korea, and the Philip¬ 
pines (with tiny contingents of no more 
than 30 men from the Republic of China 
(Taiwan) and Spain), amounting to a 
peak strength, in 1969, of 68,900—while 
34 others provided non-combat support. 
The impending arrival of troops from other 
nations raised the question of unity of 
command. The American public could not 
be expected to sanction American troops 
under South Vietnamese command, yet 
the South Vietnamese, too, had their pride. 
Westmoreland was thus reluctant to press 
for command of Vietnamese troops: he 
wished neither to further the image of 
"puppet forces" that Communist propa¬ 
gandists had long sought to project, nor to 
contribute to a South Vietnamese failure 
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1. Early in 1 965, when a request for 
more troops to counter the presence 
of a North Vietnamese division in 
the Central Highlands of South Viet¬ 
nam was denied. General Westmoreland 
was forced to adopt an "enclave 
strategy": defensive zones incorp¬ 
orating weapons like this 1 55mm 
howitzer were created around vital 
bases. 2. To clear enemy forces 
from the southern Demilitarized 
Zone. US Marines launched "Operation 
Hickory" early in 1 967; Marines in 
a supporting action are seen with 
an M48 tank. 3. The North Vietnamese 
made every effort to penetrate the 
Demilitarized Zone, in spite of US 
retaliation with bombing raids on 
the North. This anti-aircraft battery 
in the Hanoi area. Communist propa¬ 
ganda claimed, shot down 1 2 American 
aircraft in the battle against "US 
air pirates". 4. A Viet Cong column 
in South Vietnam; the Communists 
stepped up infiltration in 1964-65. 
hoping to force a decision before the 
US could intervene in strength. 
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to develop the military skills and self- 
reliance essential if they were eventually 
to prosecute the war by themselves. He 
settled for a dual command system aug¬ 
mented by close coordination at all levels; 
the forces of other nations, maintaining 
their separate identities, also accepted 
close coordination. It was a loose system, 
making possible internal rivalries like 
those that had plagued Allied armies in 
both World Wars, but in Vietnam it worked 
with little apparent friction. 

The position of Westmoreland’s head¬ 
quarters in the American chain of com¬ 
mand was the same as it had been since the 
creation of MACV in February 1962. It was 
a joint command (i.e., including represen¬ 
tatives of all four military services, but 
with a preponderance from the US Army) 
subordinate to the Commander in Chief, 
Pacific, Admiral U. S. Grant Sharp, who 
from his headquarters in Hawaii was 
responsible for activities throughout the 
Pacific region. While Westmoreland con¬ 
trolled all operations within South Viet¬ 
nam and tactical air strikes in Laos and a 
portion of North Vietnam just beyond the 
DMZ, Sharp was responsible for air 
operations over most of North Vietnam. 
The US Navy's Seventh Fleet was also 
under Sharp’s authority, but Westmore¬ 
land was able to call for tactical air strikes 
by carrier-based planes within South 
Vietnam. The B-52 bombers that sub¬ 
sequently operated over Vietnam were 
under the Commander in Chief, Strategic 
Air Command, in Washington, but West¬ 
moreland’s headquarters was responsible 
for designating targets, subj ect to approval 
from Washington. The practice gradually 
developed that Westmoreland’s communi¬ 
cations with Sharp went at the same time 
to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and vice versa. 


Excessive caution creates 
a credibility gap 


As American commitment grew, West¬ 
moreland established subordinate com¬ 
mands for the three major American 
services (the Marine Corps was technically 
under the US Navy): the United States 
Army, Vietnam (essentially a logistical 
and administrative command); the Seventh 
Air Force; and Naval Force, Vietnam. In 
three of the four "'corps tactical zones" into 
which the South Vietnamese had divided 
their country, Westmoreland established 
parallel American commands that re¬ 
sembled a corps headquarters. In the 
] Corps zone, embracing the northern 
provinces, the headquarters was known 
as the III Marine Amphibious Force; in the 
central provinces of the II Corps zone, the 
I Field Force; and in the provinces around 
Saigon of the III Corps zone, the II Field 
Force. In the provinces of the Mekong 
Delta, where no major US forces were to be 
committed, control of the limited American 
contingent was exercised by the senior 
adviser to the South Vietnamese IV Corps 
commander. The role of senior adviser in 
the other corps zones would be filled by the 
commanders of the two field force head¬ 
quarters and the III Marine Amphibious 
Force. 

As the nine battalions approved by 
President Johnson began to move into 
South Vietnam in May and June 1965, the 
President in effect abandoned the enclave 
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strategy by authorizing General West¬ 
moreland to engage in ''counter- 
insurgency combat operations”. Yet John¬ 
son and other Washington officials, 
concerned lest the American public react 
adversely to widening of the American 
role, did not state publicly that Westmore¬ 
land’s authority had been broadened. 
Although American newsmen in South 
Vietnam could see for themselves that US 
troops were not simply waiting in en¬ 
trenched positions for the enemy to come 
to them, the White House insisted thatthere 
had been no change in the "defensive” 
mission. This marked the beginning of a 
credibility gap between the Johnson 
administration and the press (and thus 
between the administration andthepublic) 
that was to have a serious effect on the 
conduct of the war. 


Viet Cong activity provokes 
a tough response 


The American units moved slowly into 
South Vietnam; it would be a long time 
before they could make their presence felt. 
Meanwhile, the Viet Cong gathered more 
recruits and stepped up their attacks. 
Operating in regimental strength, the 
insurgents overran several district 
capitals, ambushed and destroyed a bat¬ 
talion of the South Vietnamese Army, and 
laid siege to an outpost in the Central 
Highlands. Those events in themselves 
pointed to impending crisis, but the North 
Vietnamese division in the Central 
Highlands reacted sluggishly. 

President Johnson sent a number of US 
Coast Guard ships to help the embryonic 
South Vietnamese Navy prevent infiltra¬ 
tion of enemy replacements by sea. He 
authorized the US Seventh Fleet to provide 
air and naval gunfire supportfor American 
Marines in the northern provinces. He 
also approved a request from General 
Westmoreland to use B-52 bombers, at 
first based on Guam but later in Thailand, 
to attack the enemy’s base camps in remote 
jungles and mountainous regions. So 
well entrenched were the enemy bases 
that tactical aircraft had little effect on 
them; but the B-52s, flying so high (with a 
service ceiling of about 55,000ft/16,750m) 
they were beyond sight and sound from the 
ground, could devastate the bases with 
hundreds of tons of high explosive. The 
B-52s were to become the weapon the enemy 
feared most. 

Even so, these were stop-gap measures 
for a military situation growing increas¬ 
ingly critical and made the more so by 
another upheaval in the South Vietnamese 
government. Following a feeble attempt by 
dissidents at a coup d'etat in May, Premier 
Quat attempted to reshuffle his cabinet. 
Failing, he resigned and turned over the 
government to the military, already the 
de facto rulers. The South Vietnamese 
generals formed a ten-member Committee 
for the Direction of the State, with the Air 
Force General Nguyen Cao Ky as premier 
and General Nguyen Van Thieu as chief of 
state. This would bring a measure of 
stability to Saigon politics —although 
Ambassador Taylor and General West¬ 
moreland could not know that at the time. 

Faced with this political upheaval and 
with a worsening military situation (the 
enemy was destroying South Vietnamese 






















1. Australian advisers arrived in 
Vietnam from 1 962 onward, and more 
than 7.000 Australians and New 
Zealanders were committed by 1 969. 
Here. Private Joe P. Delaney of A 
Company. 8th Royal Australian 
Regiment, sets up a claymore mine 

at a night ambush position in the 
Xuyen Moc area, east of Saigon. 

2. A warrant officer of the 
Australian advisory team at Due My 
Training Center, central South 
Vietnam, instructs Vietnamese 
recruits with the aid of a target 
representing a Viet Cong guerrilla. 

3. Soon after his appointment as 
Prime Minister in mid-1965. South 
Vietnamese Air Force commander 
Nguyen Cao Ky is fitted with a 
helmet and oxygen mask aboard USS 
Independence. 4. The Landing Ship 
Medium (Rocket) \JS>S St Francis 
River Wres a salvo during a 
bombardment mission. 5. Map: 
action in the la Drang Valley. 
November 1 965; in the first 
engagement between US troops and 
North Vietnamese regulars, the 1st 
Cavalry Division (Airmobile) 
claimed 1.300 enemy killed for 

the loss of 300 Americans. 6 . The 
heavy cruiser USS St Paul gives 
fire support to troops ashore 
with her Sin rifles. 
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battalions faster than new ones could be 
organized), General Westmoreland decided 
that without substantial numbers of 
American combat troops, South Vietnam 
would soon collapse. The enemy’s major 
units, he noted, were drawing ARVN 
troops away from populated regions, 
leaving the people prey to local Com¬ 
munist guerrillas and political cadremen. 
The United States, he decided, must commit 
enough American troops to take over the 
fight against the VPA’s big units, thus 
leaving the ARVN free to protect the 
people. Westmoreland asked Washington 
for a total of 34 American battalions and 
10 from other countries: not a force big 
enough to win the war, but an interim force 
to stave off South Vietnamese defeat. 

While Westmoreland’s proposal was 
sharply debated in Washington, the Presi¬ 
dent authorized the General to use Ameri¬ 
can troops in any situation in which he 
deemed it necessary '"to strengthen the 
relative position” of the South Vietnamese 
as compared with the enemy. Although 
some saw the wording as ambiguous, 
Westmoreland accepted it as sufficient 
authority to justify the first large Ameri¬ 
can operation of the war—a raid into a 
long-established enemy sanctuary known 
as War Zone D, northwest of Saigon, near 
the American air base at Bien Hoa. 

With the US 173rd Airborne Brigade as a 
nucleus, an eight-battalion American- 
Australian-New Zealand (ANZ)-South 
Vietnamese force struck into the sanctuary 
on 27 June. Although several sharp 
engagements ensued, the operation, like 
most raids, was inconclusive. It may have 
served to keep the enemy temporarily off 
balance and thus forestall attacks on 
Bien Hoa. The Australian troops engaged, 
men of the 1st Battalion, Royal Australian 
Regiment, formed part of a 1,400-strong 
Australian contingent that had only 
recently arrived in Vietnam. Although at 
first limited by their government to *'local 
security operations” within about 22 miles 
(35km) of Bien Hoa (the restriction was 
lifted in August 1965), the Australians 
were conducting "search and destroy” 
patrols in conjunction with the Americans 
within days of their arrival. A New Zealand 
artillery unit, arriving at the same time as 
the main Australian force, was equally 
quickly committed. 


A landmark decision: 
the President’s commitment 


President Johnson, still considering 
Westmoreland’s recommendation for more 
American troops, sent to Saigon a "fact¬ 
finding team” (a device soon to become a 
staple of the war) headed by Secretary of 
Defense McNamara and Ambassador 
Henry Cabot Lodge, who was soon to re¬ 
place Ambassador Taylor for a second tour 
in Saigon. To McNamara, Westmoreland 
indicated that simply to stabilize the situa¬ 
tion he needed about 175,000 American 
troops, to be followed by another 100,000. 
With those numbers, he hoped "to halt the 
losing trend” by the end of 1965; to under¬ 
take an offensive of indefinite duration in 
1966; and, whenever that offensive pro¬ 
duced decisive results, to round up remain¬ 
ing enemy forces over a period of a year to 
18 months. 

There was still strong opposition in 


Washington to American commitment on 
such a scale from officials who could see no 
end to American involvement, but its 
endorsement by McNamara and by the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff was enough to sway 
the President. On 28 July, he announced 
on national television: 

"I have today ordered to Vietnam the 
Airmobile Division (the 1st Cavalry 
Division (Airmobile), only recently 
constituted) and certain other forces 
which will raise our fighting strength 
from 75,000 to 125,000 men almost 
immediately. Additional forces will 
be needed later, and they will be sent 
as requested.” 

That announcement reflected a land¬ 
mark decision in the war. The United 
States was now committed to an arduous 
and frustrating struggle from which it 
was to extricate itself only after tens of 
thousands of casualties and seven long 
years of warfare. 


A three-phase strategy 
to conquer Communism 


General Westmoreland’s picture of the 
situation was that of termites (the political 
subversives and guerrillas) eating away 
at the underpinnings of a building (the 
South Vietnamese people and govern¬ 
ment). In the mountains and jungles, 
waiting for the moment when the building 
had been sufficiently undermined to be 
toppled, were other destructive forces (the 
enemy’s major units). Only by eliminating 
the major units, or at least so harrying 
them as to keep them away from the build¬ 
ing, Westmoreland theorized, could the 
"termites” be systematically eliminated 
and the building shored up sufficiently to 
withstand outside forces. 

From the first, Westmoreland intended 
to use American troops primarily to combat 
the enemy’s majorunits; leaving the ARVN 
to protect the people and eliminate guer¬ 
rillas and subversives, and giving the 
task of improving the lot of the people to 
South Vietnamese civilian ministries as¬ 
sisted by American civilian agencies. 
Within that broad strategic concept, 
he contemplated three phases. In the first, 
American troops would protect developing 
logistical bases, an essential step in view 
of the undeveloped nature of South 
Vietnam and its lack of such vital military 
facilities as airfields, ports, storage facili¬ 
ties, and roads. Yet even at that stage, if the 
enemy’s big units posed immediate threats, 
some units might have to be used on oc¬ 
casion as "fire fighters”. In a second phase, 
he intended to push into the hinterlands to 
penetrate and eliminate the enemy's base 
camps and sanctuaries, in the process 
bringing the enemy to battle and inflicting 
heavy casualties. In a final phase, he 
intended to mount sustained operations 
against the big units in order to eliminate 
them or so to decrease their numbers 
that a strengthened South Vietnamese 
Army could control them with minimum 
American help. 

Westmoreland relied on American troops 
to fight the enemy’s major units because 
they had greater firepower and mobility 
than South Vietnamese troops; because 
that firepower could be brought to bear in 



1. Australian troops first engaged 
the Viet Cong near Bien Hoa in mid- 
1 965; a 105mm howitzer of the 
Australian 1st Field Regiment in 
action. 2. Men of the US 1 73d Air¬ 
borne Brigade man a 105mm howitzer. 

3. Map; "Operation Starlite". 18-24 
August 1 965. the first regimental-sized 
US battle since the Korean War; some 
4.000 US Marines swept the Van 
Tuong Peninsula on the north-central 
coast, killing about 700 Viet Cong 

for the loss of 50 Americans. 

4. B-52 Stratofortresses were first 
used in direct tactical support of 
ground operations on 1 4-1 9 November 
1 965. in the la Drang Valley. 
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remote regions, thus causing less damage 
to densely populated regions; and because 
South Vietnamese troops could be expected 
to act more efficiently when dealing with 
their own people. Nevertheless, heintended 
that American troops not otherwise en¬ 
gaged should be used in populated regions 
where the enemy was particularly strong. 
Further, all US combat operations would 
be allied to civic action programs to 
improve the lot of the people and encourage 
their allegiance to the government. It was 
foreseen that the enemy might deliberately 
operate in remote regions to keep Ameri¬ 
can troops away from protecting the 
people, but Westmoreland considered his 
mobility sufficient to obviate long cam¬ 
paigns in the hinterlands. Furthermore, 
if the people were to be protected, the major 
enemy units simply had to be kept at a 
distance. 

The MACV commander was well aware 
of the long-standing problem of trying to 
secure South Vietnam’s land frontiers, 
which extended for more than 900 miles. To 
seal the borders with the troops available 
was impossible; he must rely instead on 
patrols, air reconnaissance and bombard¬ 
ment, mobility of combat troops, and 
isolated outposts manned by the ethnic 
minorities inhabiting the border regions, 
helped by advisers from the US Army 
Special Forces. Westmoreland still hoped 
to deploy an international force along the 
DMZ. Although he planned eventually to 
cut and block the Ho Chi Minh Trail 
through Laos, he failed at first to press 
Washington for authority to enter Laos 
because he considered his forces in¬ 
sufficient for this task in addition to 
handling the situation within South Viet¬ 
nam. (By 1968, when Westmoreland did 
have what he believed to be sufficient 
forces. President Johnson was opposed to 
any broadening of the ground war beyond 
the boundaries of South Vietnam.) 

Thus America was committed to what 
may be described as a strategy of attrition ~ 
a strategy which, since the bloody battles 
of World War I, had been in disrepute. 
Because political restrictions prohibited 
ground operations outside South Vietnam, 
and because he could never hope for 
enough troops to occupy all the country in 
strength, Westmoreland saw no alterna¬ 
tive. He recognized that it would be a 
long struggle. Eventually, however, he 
hoped to establish the South Vietnamese 
government's control over the population 
to the point where the Viet Cong would be 
starved for recruits. This would leave the 
fight entirely to the North Vietnamese, 
who might be worn down to the point where 
they would be compelled to withdraw or 
sufficiently weakened for the South Viet¬ 
namese forces to handle them alone. 

The overall military plan was for Ameri¬ 
can brigades and divisions to operate from 
semi-permanent base camps. The region in 
the vicinity of a unit's base camp consti- 
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tuted its tactical area of responsibility, 
although the entire unit or parts of it might 
be pulled away from time to time to engage 
major enemy concentrations. When 
moving far from the base camp, the unit 
would leave behind a small security force. 
In the field it would built a temporary 
base camp with, beyond it, fire support 
bases equipped for albround defense and 
serving as artillery firing positions and 
patrol bases. Companies, battalions, or 
several battalions, depending upon the 
strength of the enemy would, in response 
to intelligence reports, sweep the area in 
the vicinity of the fire support bases and 
bring the enemy to battle. That process 
Westmoreland called ^search and des¬ 
troy”. Misleading press comments were 
to cause this to be considered by many as 
less a tactical plan than a strategy leading 
to long and often fruitless forays in the 
jungle and wanton destruction of villages. 

Even though American firepower would 
be focused on remote regions, some damage 
to villages was inevitable. There would 
be times when the enemy was so deeply 
entrenched within villages and among the 
civilian populace that the people would 
have to be relocated and the villages 
destroyed, to create 'Tree fire zones” 
from which the enemy might be eliminated 
and to which the people eventually might 
return. The alternatives were to fight 
among the people or to leave the enemy 
alone. Neither was acceptable—because 
of the likelihood of civilian casualties and 
because the enemy, left alone, would be 
able to extend his area of control. 


Actions against guerrillas 
and Northern regulars 


The first major combat involving Ameri¬ 
can troops occurred in August 1965, when 
US Marines protecting an airfield on the 
north-central coast at Chu Lai located a 
Viet Cong regiment on the Van Tuong 
Peninsula. Since the Viet Cong force, only 
some 15 miles (24km) away, constituted a 
threat to Chu Lai, the commander of the 
III Marine Amphibious Force, Major 
General Lewis W. Walt, activated "Oper¬ 
ation Starlite”, sending in some 4,000 
Marines by sea and air to sweep the pen¬ 
insula. Some 700 Viet Cong were killed, 
for the loss of 50 Marines killed and 150 
wounded, while others fled inland to the 
mountains. Yet, as was to be the pattern in 
many an operation to follow, the Marines 
had insufficient strength to garrison the 
peninsula: in the months and years to 
come, the enemy would return and the 
operation would from time to time have to 
be repeated. 

Meanwhile, the threat that the North 
Vietnamese (VPA) division in the Central 
Highlands would drive to the sea and split 
the country in two had been slowly develop¬ 
ing. In October 1965, some 6,000 North 
Vietnamese troops began to concentrate 
against a South Vietnamese outpost near 
the border at Plei Me, as the first step in 
eliminating three outposts in the region, 
taking the provincial capital of Pleiku, and 
pushing on along Highway 19 to the sea. 

When the US 1st Cavalry Division 
(Airmobile) arrived on Highway 19 at An 
Khe, where they constructed a base camp, 
Westmoreland planned to commit at least 
part of the division against the North 


Vietnamese build-up. Although the South 
Vietnamese themselves, with US air sup¬ 
port, broke the enemy’s encirclement ofthe 
outpost at Plei Me, a VPA concentration 
was reported to be still in the area—in the 
dense jungle of the la Drang Valley. West¬ 
moreland committed a brigade of the 
1st Cavalry with an extremely large com¬ 
plement of helicopters to find and fix the 
enemy—then pulled out that brigade and 
sent in another. This was the first engage¬ 
ment between US troops and North 
Vietnamese regulars. Electing to fight, the 
North Vietnamese launched one attack 
after another from 14 to 19 November, 
without denting the American position. 
Throughout the course of the fighting, 
B-52s struck at areas where the enemy was 
reputedly concentrating—the first time 
the big bombers were used in direct 
tactical support of ground operations. 

When the North Vietnamese at last fell 
back, they left behind an estimated 1,800 
dead against 240 Americans killed, a ratio 
that was destined to persist or to be sub¬ 
stantially lowered in favor ofthe Americans 
for the rest of the war. Yet the North Viet¬ 
namese division, retreating across the 
border into Cambodia where, because of 
restrictions imposed by Washington, 
American troops were forbidden to follow, 
was soon reconstituted as a viable fighting 
force. 

The problem of the enemy taking refuge 
in Cambodia and Laos, rebuilding, then 
returning to fight again was to trouble 
Westmoreland for a long time. Although 
Washington had approved ground patrols 
to locate the enemy just inside Laos and 
call in tactical air strikes against him, the 
US commanders in the field had no au^ 
thority to pursue the enemy into Laos or to 
make any move against enemy sanctuaries 
in Cambodia. State Department officials 
turned down every request from MACV to 
patrol, bomb, or shell North Vietnamese 
extra-territorial camps. Although it was 
obvious that the Cambodian head of state. 
Prince Norodom Sihanouk, was tacitly 
allowing the Viet Cong and North Viet¬ 
namese presence in his country, the State 
Department thought it better to tolerate 
that policy than to risk driving Sihanouk 
into open collaboration with the enemy. 

Offshore and riverine 
interdiction operations 


More could be done to counter the 
enemy’s infiltration of men and supplies 
along South Vietnam’s extended coast line. 
From the spring of 1965, US ships and 
South Vietnamese junks and patrol boats 
covered the coast in a program code-named 
"Market Time". By the end of 1966, close 
on 100 fast patrol boats, more than 30 US 
Coast Guard cutters, and hundreds of 
South Vietnamese junks were operating 
close in-shore, searching any junk or 
barge deemed to be suspicious. Farther 
offshore, American destroyers and mine¬ 
sweepers constituted an outer screen. In a 
related program, more than 100 river patrol 
boats searched more than 2,000 junks and 
sampans each day, thus interfering with 
Viet Cong use of the country’s extensive 
system of inland waterways both for trans¬ 
port and for "tax collection” and general 
subjugation of the people. But although 
ocean and riverine infiltration was reduced 


Battle of Plei Me, 

October 1965 
Objective 

Attack by North Vietnamese regulars 
and Viet Cong on Plei Me Special 
Forces camp. 25 miles southwest of 
Pleiku. Central Highlands 

Strengths 

South Vietnamese Montagnards: c.400 

US Special Forces: 1 2 

33rd North Vietnamese Army Regiment: 

c.2,200 

Elements of other NVA/VC units 
Action and Result 

19 October: Initial assault by 
Communists repulsed with c.80 killed 

20 October: Tactical air strikes by 
fighter-bombers and (for the first time) 
by B-52s begin; fighter-bombers fly 
696 sorties and drop 750 short tons of 
ordnance during action, while 
transports make round-the-clock 
airdrops 

21 October: Plei Me reinforced by 
heli-lifted troops of 1 st Cavalry Division 
(Airmobile) 

25 October: armored relief 

column from Pleiku reaches Plei Me 

26 October: Second major Communist 
assault repulsed; Communists begin 
withdrawal towards Cambodian border 

27 October: 1st Cavalry Division 
successfully ambushes retreating NVA 
forces 

Losses 

US Special Forces: 9 killed or wounded 
NVA/VC: 850+ killed, 1.700 wounded, 
300+ weapons captured 
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1, Search and destroy: men of the 
2d Brigade, US 1 st Cavalry Division 
(Airmobile) move through a rice 
paddy. 2 . Close support strikes by 
B-52s caused the bomb crater through 
which paratroopers of the US 173d 
Airborne Brigade scramble during a 
sweep. 3 . From the first. US troops 
in the field received maximum heli¬ 
copter support and were often re¬ 
supplied while under fire: here, a 
CH-47A Chinook lifts in a water 
trailer to men of the 1 2th Infantry 
Regiment In the Central Highlands. 

4 . Mainstay of US armor in Vietnam 
—an M48 medium tank, in service with 
the US Army since 1 953. 5 , In "Market 
Time" operations. South Vietnamese 
and American warships—like the US 
Coast Guard cutter Point Clear, seen 
here — patrolled inshore waters to 
counter Communist infiltration of 
men and supplies by sea. 



















to an acceptable minimum, these pro¬ 
grams increased North Vietnamese re¬ 
liance on routes through Laos and Cam¬ 
bodia—including shipping supplies into 
the Cambodian port of Sihanoukville 
which, like the rest of Cambodia, was off 
limits to American reprisal—and eventu¬ 
ally to blatant violation of the DMZ. 

As additional American combat units 
arrived. General Westmoreland committed 
them to the protection of existing or 
developing logistical support facilities. 
By the end of 1965, American strength in 
South Vietnam totalled 181,000, including 
combat forces of three divisions one 
infantry, one airmobile, one Marine- 
three US Army brigades and a Marine 
regiment, and three tactical fighter wings. 
There were, in addition, an Australian 
battalion and a South Korean division and 
Marine brigade, the latter country's forces 
totalling some 20,000 men. As well as some 
120 New Zealanders, small numbers of 
troops had already arrived from Thailand, 
the Philippines, and the Republic of China 
(Taiwan). The Thai contingent was to 
increase to a total of around 11,600 (six 
battalions) by 1970. 


The US logistics system: 
a major accomplishment 


In electing to bring in combat troops 
before building an adequate logistical 
base. General Westmoreland took a 
gamble, forced by what he saw as a critical 
situation. It succeeded, both because the 
incoming troops displayed the ability to 
live on a shoestring until logistical facili¬ 
ties could be developed, and because US 
Army Engineers, US Navy Construction 
Battalions C'Seabees"), and US civilian 
contractors —a relatively new departure 
in a war zone —made a Herculean effort. 

Within two and a half years of the 
beginning of the American build-up in 
mid-1965, the logistics system would sup¬ 
port more than 1.3 million men, including 
close on half a million American troops, 
the South Vietnamese armed forces, troops 
of other nations, and a number of US 
civilian agencies, while at the same time 
helping to maintain South Vietnam's 
civilian economy. An average of 850,000 
short tons (760,000 tons; 771,000 tonnes) of 
supplies would arrive each month. Troops 
would consume 10 million field rations and 
expend 80,000 short tons (71.000 tons; 
73,000 tonnes) of ammunition and 80 
million US gallons (67 million Imperial 
gallons; 303 million liters) of petroleum 
products per month. There would be new 
ports or vastly expanded facilities at six 
sites, including modern installations at 
Saigon and a new port at Cam Ranh Bay, 
one of the best natural harbors in Asia. 
Engineers paved 4 million square yards 
(33,450 hectares) of airfields and heliports, 
constructed 20 million square feet (18,000 
hectares) of covered and open storage 
facilities, plus 500,000 cubic feet (14,150 
cubic metres) of refrigerated storage, and 
built 1,700 miles (2,740km) of road,1,000 
feet (4,600m) of bridges, and 15 large forti¬ 
fied base camps. 

The accomplishment was all the more 
remarkable in that it was achieved with 
men and supplies transported halfway 
around the world. 
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1. On patrol in jungle near Bien Hoa: 

a paratrooper of the US 1 73d Airborne 
Brigade with an M60 machine gum 

2 . Men of the 3d Marines move over 
"Punji Stake Hill"—named from the 
bamboo stakes used as booby-traps by 
the Viet Cong—in an early search and 
clear mission around Da Nang. 3 . In 
training, members of the North Viet¬ 
namese militia lack the automatic 
weapons supplied by China and the 
USSR to the Viet Cong and Northern 
regulars. 4 . One of the Herculean 

tasks performed by "Seabees" — US Navy 
Construction Battalions: a 10.000- 


barrel storage tank at the Naval 
Support Activity. Da Nang. 5 . This 
trawler carrying arms and ammunition 
for the Viet Cong—seen here being 
offloaded by crewmen of a US warship— 
was run aground and set on fire after 
interception by a "Market Time" patrol. 

6 . A Seabee lays aluminium matting on 
an airstrip damaged by enemy mortar 
fire. 7 . A trailer loaded with cargo 
containers moves towards the rear of 
a US Air Force C-1 41 Starlifter at 
Cam Ranh Bay. the major US logistical 
center, on the east-central coast of 
South Vietnam, south of Nha Trang. 
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A battle for the peoples 
hearts and minds 

Richard A. Hunt 


I n the context of Vietnam, ^'pacification” 
was a catch-all description of the 
American-supported efforts of successive 
South Vietnamese governments to counter 
the appeal and pre-empt the political 
strength of its internal enemy—the Com¬ 
munists generally called Viet Cong (VC). 
In its efforts to keep the loyalty of the 
rural population, mainly by protecting 
them and improving their living con¬ 
ditions, the Saigon government initiated 
various programs, sent out several kinds 
of cadres, and deployed an array of military 
and para-military forces. The battle for 
the allegiance of the people of South 
Vietnam was the keystone of the struggle 
between the VC and the government: 
success in Opacification” was vital for 
South Vietnam’s survival. 

Pacification activities fell into separate 
programs, some designed to improve 
security and others to foster economic 
development and political loyalty. To 
safeguard the population from VC terror¬ 
ism and infiltration, the South Vietnamese 
government deployed specially-trained 
police and para-military forces in areas its 
armed forces had cleared of VC. Regional 
Force companies were assigned to pro¬ 
vinces and District and Popular Force 
platoons to villages. Police units main¬ 
tained law and order in villages and 
hamlets. 


Operations against the 
Communist infrastructure 


The government sought security in other 
programs aimed at weakening the VC. 
Intelligence operations such as the much- 
criticized "Phoenix program”, described 
below were directed at the Communist 
network of subversion: "Chieu Hoi” 
("open arms”) operations tried, through 
the promise of amnesty, to induce VC rank 
and file to leave their units. Because of 
their racial affinities with the Vietnamese 
peoples, Thai and South Korean troops 
were able to make an especially note¬ 
worthy contribution to the Chieu Hoi 
program, which aimed at extracting the 
maximum information — by persuasion 
rather than force —from VC deserters. By 
1969-70, some 49,000 South Korean and 
12,000 Thai troops were deployed in 
Vietnam. The Revolutionary Development 
cadre, with other cadres from Saigon 
ministries, had the double aim of organiz¬ 
ing support for the government in rural 
communities and providing technical as¬ 
sistance to the people. Other programs 
sought to resettle refugees or to stimulate 
theruraleconomy by building or improving 
bridges, roads, and canals. Still more 
programs were launched to promote the 
democratic election of local government 
officials in the villages. The common aim 
of all programs was —in words that would 


Continuing efforts by 
the Americans to improve 
internal security and 
eradicate popular 
support for the 
Communist cause in 
South Vietnam met with 
considerable success 
later in the war, but 
only by implementing 
much-needed politicad 
and social reforms 
could the South 
Vietnamese government 
truly “win the hearts 
and minds” of the people 
—and this was never 
fully accomplished 


become a cliche—to "win the hearts and 
minds” of the people. 

Despite the importance both American 
and South Vietnamese officials attached 
to pacification in their public pronounce¬ 
ments throughout the war, the program 
received fluctuating degrees of support. 
The US government provided funds, advice, 
training, and equipment for Vietnamese 
personnel, as well as financing economic 
development projects. With the deteriora¬ 
tion of security following Diem’s fall in 
1963, and the commitment of increasing 
numbers of American troops, pacification 
as a strategy and as a program took second 
place to military operations against North 
Vietnamese and VC units. 

Before the fall of the Diem regime, its 
apparent ability to survive and even grow 
stronger encouraged the American govern¬ 
ment to regard Diem as the most important 
anti-Communist leader in Southeast Asia. 
Meanwhile, the Communists in South 
Vietnam, expecting Diem’s government 
to collapse because of its internecine 
weaknesses, waited for the general elec¬ 
tions called for under the Geneva Agree¬ 
ments to bring them to power—if Diem 
lasted that long. 

When Diem survived and, in addition, 
refused to hold the elections, his opponents. 
Communist and non-Communist alike, 
began to undermine his regime in earnest. 
At first, most of those taking up arms 
against the government were isolated 
groups of South Vietnamese engaged in 
the sporadic assassination or abduction 
of government representatives in rural 
areas. North Vietnam’s part in such early 
acts of insurgency was at first ill-defined. 
However, in December 1960, the North 
Vietnamese government in Hanoi an¬ 
nounced the formation of the National 
Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam 


(NLF; its members were generally called 
the Viet Cong) and increased its support 
for the southern insurgents. Hanoi saw 
the NLF as an organization to consolidate 
the wide-spread discontent in the South — 
largely occasioned by the policies and 
behavior of Diem’s officials. By openly 
favoring the wealthy and powerful, by 
harsh repression of political opponents, 
and by its aversion to necessary reforms, 
Diem’s government alienated potential 
supporters among the mass of the 
population. 

Diem’s attempts at repression, or paci¬ 
fication, did little to halt insurgency or 
win popular support. In fact, some of 
Diem’s measures to strengthen his position 
had the opposite effect. In 1956, Diem 
abolished local elections for village 
councils and instead imposed upon them 
officials he considered loyal to himself. 
His intention was to prevent the election 
of VC to local office: in practice, the VC 
continued to form their own "shadow” 
councils, while otherwise uncommitted 
villagers were antagonized by the pre¬ 
sence of Saigon’s place-men. Resettlement 
schemes dictated by military considera¬ 
tions, under which landless peasants were 
moved into strategic enclaves in tradi¬ 
tional Montagnard tribal areas in the 
Central Highlands, to form a barrier 
against infiltrating VC, were resented by 
peasants and mountain peoples alike. 

Among other measures against the VC, 
Diem moved his army into Communist- 
held areas to shield his civic action cadres, 
theoretically the cutting-edge of a govern¬ 
ment-sponsored social revolution. The 
cadres were intended to rally the com¬ 
munity’s support by carrying out public 
works projects, forming local militia and 
para-military units, and publicizing the 
government’s agrarian reform. In fact, the 
ARVN’s conduct towards the rural popula¬ 
tion was often so insensitive as to reinforce 
the effects of Communist propaganda. 
Thus, the cadres failed as instruments of a 
social revolution, becoming instead politi¬ 
cal action units in Diem's poorly-planned 
anti-Communist crusade. 


The high price of 
Diem’s anti-Communism 


Besides politicizing the cadres. Diem 
began to go to extremes in demanding 
outward expressions of anti-Communism. 
Political re-education centers were estab¬ 
lished, where suspected Communists — 
or almost anyone the government con¬ 
sidered a danger to the state — were 
detained. Diem set up military tribunals 
to try suspects, and abolished freedom of 
the press on the grounds of both anti- 
Communism and anti-Fascism - cate¬ 
gories wide enough to encompass Diem’s 
opposition on the left (the insurgents) 
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1. Pacification — but no peace; a 
crewman of a US Navy River Patrol Boat 
engaged in Chieu Hoi ("Open Arms") 
operations—persuading guerrillas to 
rally to the Saigon government—mans 
an M60 machine gun as Viet Cong 
fire on his craft. 2 . Viet Cong 
defectors are re-educated at an 


"Open Arms" center in a pacified area. 
3 . The dark side of pacification; a 
Vietnamese intelligence agent (right) 
persuaded this village chief (center), 
who collaborated with the guerrillas, 
to talk by pouring water on to a 
cloth over his nose and mouth until 
he was almost drowned. 
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as well as on the right (followers of the 
deposed Emperor Bao Dai and anti-Diem 
nationalists). Thus, instead of uniting his 
politically and socially divided country, 
Diem alienated potential supporters, even 
driving some into the camp of the most 
dangerous of his enemies —the Viet Cong. 

Other measures had a similar effect. The 
a^rot77/es(fortified villages) and''Strategic 
Hamlet” programs, which involved moving 
peasants from their ancestral holdings to 
defended locations chosen by the govern¬ 
ment, where security forces could protect 
and cadres indoctrinate them, were Diem’s 
major attempt to improve rural security. 
The peasants resented not only the forced 
relocation, but also the fact that they were 
compelled to labor unpaid to build the 
defensive works. The government might 
forcibly move people and exact their 
labor—but it seemed incapable of carrying 
out its promised reforms. It failed to 
protect its citizens from VC cadres, who 
easily slipped into the fortified settlements 
where they attempted to subvert govern¬ 
ment forces and spread propaganda among 
peasants alienated by Diem’s policies. Nor 
did the barbed wire and armed outposts of 
the strategic hamlets check the steadily 
increasing number of killings and abduc¬ 
tions of government officials. 

Land reform was another of Diem’s ill- 
fated attempts to win popular support. 
Forced to respond to Communist-initiated 
reform that distributed land directly to the 
agricultural workers. Diem decreed in 
1956 that no individual might own more 
than 0.386 square miles (1 sq km, or 100 
hectares) of land. But loopholes in the 
law allowed owners of large estates to 
retain far greater amounts of land by 
dedicating some of it to ancestor worship 
or by deeding it to a relative. Even if the 
government had fully implemented the 
law, fairly distributing all the expropriated 
land, the reform would not have alleviated 
the plight of tenants plagued by high rents 
and exorbitant interest rates, and working 
plots of land barely large enough to provide 
both rent in kind and a subsistence living. 

While the government failed to win over 
the people, the VC continued to gain rural 
support. Their acts of terrorism increased 
and they organized larger combat units. 
The ARVN was increasingly perturbed by 
Diem’s failure to recognize the deteriora¬ 
tion of rural security and by his inter¬ 
ference in military affairs. When the 
armed forces overthrew Diem in November 
1963, not a single general came to his 
defense. 


Political instability slows the 
pacification program 


Between the fall of Diem and the 
emergence in mid-1965 of General Nguyen 
Van Thieu and Air Force commander 
Nguyen Cao Ky as political leaders. 
South Vietnam’s war effort was greatly 
hampered by political instability. Al¬ 
though the military establishment do¬ 
minated politics, it was unable to prevent 
the succession of six hastily-formed 
governments, each seemingly with less 
popular support than its predecessor. 

This period of some 18 months saw the 
stagnation of the pacification programs 
and the continued deterioration of rural 
security as the VC took advantage of the 
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lack of direction in Saigon. Saigon did 
initiate new pacification programs—"New 
Life Hamlets", in effect those "Strategic 
Hamlets" that had not already been 
abandoned (some 55 percent of the original 
number), "officially" replaced "Strategic 
Hamlets" early in 1964—and the American 
government increased the number of its 
advisers in the field, thereby obtaining a 
clearer picture of the widespread in¬ 
security. But the instability in Saigon was 
mirrored in the provinces and districts of 
South Vietnam. It was difficult under the 
best of circumstances to carry through 
rural pacification programs; it became 
virtually impossible with the constant 
changing of local officials, intrigued be¬ 
tween political factions, VC incursions 
and monetary levies, and increased enemy 
infiltration and recruitment. By 1965 the 
situation was so grave that American and 
South Vietnamese officials concluded that 
all efforts to date —including pacification 
plans, counterinsurgency operations, and 
the reorganized ARVN —were insufficient 
to stave off defeat at the hands of the 
Communists. 


Poor coordination limits 
American effectiveness 


In 1965, the large-scale commitment of 
American forces, together with the ap¬ 
pearance of North Vietnamese regular 
army units in South Vietnam, enlarged the 
purely military aspect of the war and 
diverted attention and resources from 
pacification. But even after American 
firepower stabilized the military situation 
in 1966, the Saigon government’s efforts at 
weakening the political and military 
position of the VC, and expanding its own 
control, were disappointing. Not only had 
the conventional war diverted resources 
from pacification; American advice and 
support for the Vietnamese pacification 
effort was poorly organized. Because 
pacification presented the South Viet¬ 
namese government with the dual task of 
developing the countryside politically and 
economically while protecting the rural 
population from the Viet Cong, American 
support for pacification was provided by 
US civilian as well as military agencies. 
Yet the State Department and the US 
Agency for International Development 
(a body specifically charged with co¬ 
ordinating and helping to finance US aid 
to South Vietnam) had neither the au¬ 
thority nor the ability to assist the Viet¬ 
namese in combating terrorism. Nor had 
the US Army a mandate to foster political 
development or economic growth. 

President Johnson repeatedly stressed 
that American non-military activities in 
Vietnam were essential to US aims. 
During the troop build-up of 1965, fearing 
that pacification might be neglected, he 
urged the American Mission in Saigon to 
emphasize non-military programs and to 
give them increasing priority. Johnson 
believed that progress in pacification was 
as essential as military progress and, at the 
Honolulu Conference of February 1966, 
stressed his desire for an improved paci¬ 
fication program. In March 1966, Johnson 
appointed Robert W. Komer as his special 
assistant in Washington to direct, co¬ 
ordinate, and supervise non-military pro¬ 
grams—further evidence of the priority 

















1. In the "battle for the hearts and 
minds" of the Vietnamese people, US 
personnel undertook many projects for 
the benefit of civilians. Here, a US 

Navy doctor accompanying US Marines on 
amphibious search and clear operations 
treats an old man for an eye infection 
during a regular civilian sick call. 

2 . The crew of a South Vietnamese 


River Patrol Boat watch as one of 
their shipmates distributes psycho¬ 
logical warfare material to villagers. 

3 . This USAF C-47 of the 5th Air 
Commando Squadron, operating from Nha 
Trang. is equipped with huge, high- 
altitude loudspeakers which are turned 
down in flight to deliver a barrage 
of tape-recorded "psywar" messages to 


the Viet Cong. 4 . Villagers built 
this well in a "New Life" hamlet for 
Vietnamese relocated from guerrilla- 
infested areas. 5 . Pacification must 
be backed up by firepower—like that 
of these US 105mm howitzers. 6 . And 
pacified areas must be defended: 
women of a village Civil Defense 
Guard drill with their menfolk. 
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which the President gave to pacification. 

Komer became the most articulate and 
influential advocate of pacification, the 
prime mover of the reorganization of 
American advice and support for the 
program. After research, including several 
trips to South Vietnam in 1966, Komer 
reported that pacification was at a virtual 
impasse and recommended to the Presi¬ 
dent a number of measures that might 
produce better results. The main task of 
improving security, weakening the Viet 
Cong, and winning the support of the 
people could, he believed, be furthered by 
consolidating American assistance under 
a single manager empowered to eliminate 
overlapping programs and disentangle 
competition for resources. 


A firmer foundation 
for pacification 

Poor results and unsuccessful interim 
,organizational shake-ups finally induced 
President Johnson completely to reorgan¬ 
ize American support for the pacification 
program. In May 1967, taking into account 
both Komer’s recommendations and the 
apparent military success in Vietnam 
against the enemy’s main forces, Johnson 
gave General Westmorelandresponsibility 
for both the civil and military aspects of 
pacification. He appointed Komer as 
Westmoreland’s deputy for pacification, 
heading a new pacification support or¬ 
ganization designated Civil Operations 
and Rural Development Support (CORDS). 
CORDS integrated the duties and per¬ 
sonnel of military and civilian agencies 
at all levels, so neither was dominant: for 
example, Komer, although subordinate 
to Westmoreland, had a general officer as 
his deputy. 

As an advisory and support organiza¬ 
tion CORDS' task was to help the South 
Vietnamese establish a firm hold in con¬ 
tested territory and win the confidence of 
the rural population. Members of CORDS 
at all levels helped formulate pacification 
plans on a nationwide basis. CORDS had a 
larger staff and more funds for pacification 
than the US government had previously 
made available. Moreover, by emphasizing 
pacification as an integral part of the US 
war effort, it showed just how important 
pacification was to the Americans—thus 
exerting greater influence over the South 
Vietnamese than earlier programs. 

In spite of considerable effort, the re¬ 
organized pacification program achieved 
no sustained success until late in 1968. But 
although the program failed to take off as 
quickly as its officials hoped, its financial 
and personnel aspects were considerably 
enlarged in this early period. Funds for 
pacification almost doubled between 1966 
and 1968, and the numbers of para-military 
forces, police, and Revolutionary Develop¬ 
ment cadres all increased. 

In the first six months of CORDS' 
existence, the Americans also won South 
Vietnamese acceptance of a more reliable 
and objective system of evaluating the 
pacification program’s results. The Hamlet 
Evaluation System (HES), initiated early 
in 1967, involved a computerized monthly 
report on the security and development 
status of the hamlets of South Vietnam. 
The magnitude of this undertaking may 
be judged from the fact that it covered 
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around 12,750 hamlets, more than 2,000 
villages, and 244 districts throughout 
South Vietnam’s 44 provinces. MACV 
claimed that during 1967 the number of 
’"secure” hamlets rose from 4,702 to 5,340 
and that ""secure areas” were increased by 
5 percent (to a total of 67 percent). To obtain 
reliable information as a basis for alloca¬ 
tion of resources and to monitor progress, 
American advisers in each district regu¬ 
larly filled out standard questionnaires 
and forwarded them to headquarters. 

South Vietnamese acceptance of HES 
meant not only more efficient evaluation, 
but also an increase in American influence; 
US advisers were, in effect, keeping score 
on the Vietnamese and making it more 
difficult for false optimism to creep into 
reports. The South Vietnamese Revolu¬ 
tionary Developmentcadres, para-military 
teams some 50 strong operating at village 
level, were widely successful. Other 
political improvements in 1967 were the 
promulgation of a new constitution in 
April and the inauguration of General 
Nguyen Van Thieu as President in Sept¬ 
ember, both bringing increased political 
stability. 

However, as soon as a firmer foundation 
for pacification had been established, the 
VC and VPA set the program back by 
launching a nationwide offensive in 
January-February 1968—the Tet offensive 
— against the cities of South Vietnam. 
With targets ranging from the American 
embassy in Saigon to the citadel at Hue, the 
VC bombarded or assaulted 36 of the 44 
South Vietnamese provincial capitals and 
five of the six autonomous cities. Creating 
new refugee problems and forcing the 
redeployment of security forces, the 
offensive forced funds and personnel to be 
diverted from pacification to rebuilding 
efforts in urban areas. There was a drop in 
rural security when ARVN battalions 
supporting pacification and technical 
cadres had to be withdrawn from the 
countryside. 


Exploiting Communist losses 
in the Tet offensive 


When Komer and his staff learned of the 
serious losses that the VC and VF^A had 
sustained in the Tet offensive —the South 
Vietnamese claimed that some 7,000 Com¬ 
munists were captured and close on 
39,000 killed—they saw an opportunity of 
quickly reversing the setback to paci¬ 
fication, depending on the speedy return 
of South Vietnamese forces and cadres to 
the villages and hamlets before the 
weakened enemy could regroup and 
attempt to reclaim the countryside. Komer 
saw other reasons for timely action: he 
felt that a new, dramatic success might 
stem growing public disenchantment in 
the United States and might also improve 
Saigon’s position in the case of a political 
settlement of the war. 

But however apparent the need and 
opportunity to exploit VC losses by a 
vigorous pacification counter-offensive, 
renewed VC attacks, the post-Tet recovery 
effort, and South Vietnamese caution 
prevented the implementation of Komer's 
plans until the fall of 1968. Urged on by 
American military and civilian officials, 
headed by Komer, President Thieu agreed 
to embark on a short-term counter- 

















1, Strong para-military forces were 
raised to counter Communist terrorism; 
here, a South Vietnamese combat police¬ 
man with a US-made "walkie-talkie" 
examines the credentials of a man 

later found to be a Viet Cong agent. 

A local police officer and a US 
public safety adviser look on. 

2 . Men of a South Vietnamese Popular 
Force unit are carried to a night 
ambush position aboard a US Navy 
River Patrol Boat, by this time (1 969) 
modern US arms like the Ml 6 Armalite 
rifles seen here were available to 

the para-military units. 3 . The US 
Agency for International Development 
provided the equipment and drugs used 
by this Vietnamese doctor and US 
medical technician to treat cholera 
victims. 4 . Members of a Malaria 
Eradication Team en route to a remote 
area of South Vietnam. 5 . Men of the 
71 6th Military Police Battalion guard 
the US Embassy. Saigon, on 31 January 
1968—the day on which it was attacked 
by Viet Cong suicide sappers at the 
beginning of the Tet offensive. 
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offensive designated the Accelerated 
Pacification Campaign (APC). The APC, 
an intensive three-month effort begun in 
November 1968, set specific goals for each 
element of pacification — including the 
Phoenix program, directed against the VC 
infrastructure; the resettlement of 
refugees; and the Chieu Hoi operation to 
induce Communist guerrillas to change 
sides. It employed Regional and Popular 
Forces, and police, as well as American and 
South Vietnamese combat units, integrat¬ 
ing military operations and non-military 
aid programs in a plan aimed at improving 
internal security and expanding Saigon’s 
control into previously contested areas. 


Increased security for the 
rural population 


The Accelerated Pacification Campaign 
was a turning point in the history of 
pacification. It marked the beginning of 
'the steady increase in the Saigon govern¬ 
ment’s control of the countryside that had 
eluded earlier pacification efforts. The 
most publicized goal of the campaign, 
raising the security status of 1,000 con¬ 
tested hamlets to a level classified by HES 
evaluation as relative security, was achiev¬ 
ed, as were objectives. When the APC 
ended, national aggregate HES scores re¬ 
flected complete recovery from the Tet 
offensive, rising to the highest levels yet 
recorded. 

Success was in part due to the lack of VC 
reaction. South Vietnamese and American 
forces were surprised by the relative ease 
with which they moved into territory once 
contested. The lack of concerted opposition 
to the APC seemed to confirm that the Tet 
offensive had seriously weakened the 
military potential of the VC and had left 
open gaps in the rural areas that the AR VN, 
Regional and Popular Forces, and pacifica¬ 
tion cadres might fill. 

From 1969 to 1971 the pacification 
program steadily gained ground. As Sir 
Robert Thompson noted in his book Peace 
Is Not at Hand, during that period— 
although HES criteria for secure hamlets 
were raised—by March 1972, 70 percent of 
hamlets fell into the highest security 
categories, and that figure embraced 
more than 80 percent of the population of 
South Vietnam. Contemporary figures 
showed that the VC controlled only 2 
percent of the hamlets and 1 percent of the 
people. In contrast to the earlier pacifica¬ 
tion schemes which relocated people to 
already secure areas, the gains of 1969- 
1971 were achieved by encouraging people 
to return to villages recently wrested from 
the VC. 

There were other signs of VC weakness 
and growing South Vietnamese strength. 
The number of rank and file V C defectors to 
Saigon reached a peak, in 1969. of 4,000 a 
month. The Phoenix program —a subject 
of controversy and unfavorable press 
comment in the US—was a procedure for 
collecting intelligence and identifying 
members of the VC underground, or infra¬ 
structure, in order to facilitate their 
apprehension and detention under South 
Vietnamese law. While never as successful 
as its adherents wished, nor as harsh as its 
critics complained, by 1969 the Phoenix 
program was making some headway 
against clandestine VC activities. At the 




same time, the South Vietnamese armed 
forces, financially backed by America, 
increased in size and received modern arms. 
For example, the American government 
provided M16 rifles to replace the World- 
War-II vintage Mis used by Vietnamese 
forces from ARVN divisions down to the 
Popular Force platoons defending their 
own villages. The American and South 
Vietnamese governments also paid greater 
attention to strengthening the local police 
forces charged with providing internal 
security and law and order. 

With improved security came a better 
chance to improve the standard of living. 
As fighting slackened, roads, bridges, and 
canals were reopened, with a consequent 
increase in rice production and the area of 
land under cultivation. In 1970, President 
Thieu promulgated a sweeping land reform 
program called ”Land to the Tiller”: by 
September 1973, titles of ownership of 
more than 3,500 square miles (9,000 sq km) 
of land were distributed among more than 
600,000 owners. This program, swiftly 
carried out, gave the land-hungry peasan¬ 
try holdings of their own without charge. 
The government reimbursed the former 
owners of the land. Allied to relatively free 
access to markets, the changes in land 
ownership transformed the rural economy 
from a subsistence and barter system to a 
market economy. 

Political reforms accompanied economic 
change. From 1969, the Thieu govern¬ 
ment encouraged villages under its control 
to elect their own local officials, and 
authorized councils thus elected to decide 
local issues and allocate funds for public 
works. Saigon also overcame its reluctance 
to arm the part-time village militia; it now 
saw the distribution and bearing of arms 
as evidence of widespread commitment to 
the anti-Communist cause. 


Doubts about the 
South’s determination 


And yet, as the rapid collapse of South 
Vietnam in 1975 demonstrated, the founda¬ 
tions of the political and military gains of 
1969 1971 were weak. The size of South 
Vietnam’s armed forces was not a reliable 
measure of its political stature or the 
quality of its leadership. In combat. South 
Vietnamese units too often panicked and 
showed little fighting spirit. However, to 
blame South Vietnamese soldiers who 
failed in the face of well-planned offensives 
undertaken by well-armed North Viet¬ 
namese divisions would be to ignore a 
combat record of more than 20 years of 
heavy casualties. 

Yet it is axiomatic that the military of 
any country reflects the society it guards. 
Were South Vietnamese civilians and 
military both truly committed to their 
cause? Did statistical indices of progress 
really indicate a coherent national com¬ 
munity ? The true point at issue was not the 
number of local elections the Saigon 
government sponsored, nor the number of 
hamlets it could count as secure, nor the 
amount of land it distributed to the land¬ 
less— but whether the people of South 
Vietnam truly espoused their govern¬ 
ment’s cause. 

Despite the success of the pacification 
program in improving security and 
material conditions in the countryside, it 


1. In the bow of an offshore patrol 
boat, a South Vietnannese sailor fires 
a warning burst from a Browning 
.30-caliber machine gun towards a 
junk suspected of carrying materiel 
for the Viet Cong. 2. Somewhere in 
guerrilla territory in South Vietnam, 
a Viet Cong unit plans an assault on 
a triangular jungle fort of the type 
built in the French colonial period. 

3 . The surrender of this guerrilla to 
an ARVN patrol near Nha Trang was the 
result of psychological warfare 
leaflets in the form of safe conduct 
passes, dropped by the US 5th Air 
Commando Squadron. 4 . The "secure 
hamlet" program eventually protected 
80 percent of the people of South 
Vietnam, here, villagers at Hoai My 
work on their defenses. 
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would appear that it failed in its larger, 
long-term objective —national solidarity. 
The Saigon government failed in this 
respect partly because it remained, to the 
end, a westernized, elite body, buttressed 
by American military and financial aid. 
Its internal support came mainly from a 
minority of the population: Catholics, the 
military, and the upper classes. Even if 
pacification succeeded in denying popular 
support to the Viet Cong, it failed to win 
completely the support of the masses. 


The Communists have 
no need for caution 


Perhaps more time, with continued 
American aid might have preserved South 
Vietnam’s independence, but the Ameri¬ 
cans and North Vietnamese denied the 
country that chance. Steadily decreasing 
American aid forced the South Vietnamese 
to retrench to act always on the defen¬ 
sive— with corrosive effect on morale. 
Pacification did succeed in making insur¬ 
gency a doubtful proposition; thus, Hanoi 
chose to end the struggle for South Viet¬ 
nam through conventional military opera¬ 
tions. By the end of 1973, sensing South 
Vietnam’s internal weakness —and the 
improbability of further intervention by 
American combat units—the Communists 
2 no longer had any reason to wait. 
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The military build-up 
in north and south 

Charles B. MacDonald 


A n unusual aspect of the war in Viet¬ 
nam was the observance of cease-fires 
for major holidays such as Christmas, New 
Year, Buddha’s birthday, and the lunar 
new year known as Tet. American officials 
never liked the practice —the Viet Cong 
and North Vietnamese never truly 
observed a cease-fire —yet to refuse to 
comply would have given the enemy a 
point for propaganda. Besides, however 
imperfectly the enemy observed them, the 
cease-fires usually provided some respite 
from large-scale attacks, so South Vietna¬ 
mese officials were inclined to welcome 
them. As anxious as the Americans not to 
appear callous and unfeeling, South Viet¬ 
namese officials, in spite of minor dis¬ 
agreements, usually pursued a liberal 
leave policy for their troops. Particularly 
at Tet, a holiday closely associated with 
ancestor worship. South Vietnamese sol¬ 
diers yearned to be with their families. 

Another unusual aspect of the war were 
the bombing pauses. These were predicated 
on the theory that a halt in the bombing 
of North Vietnam would afford its leaders 
time to reflect and prompt them to establish 
contact with the United States as a step 
toward peace negotiations. In fact, neither 
President Johnson nor his military advisers 
believed the bombing pauses would pro¬ 
duce results: the President was forced 
to explore the possibility from time to 
time as a result of pressure from Com¬ 
munist propagandists and sympathizers, 
certain foreign capitals, senior US civilian 
officials anxious to grasp at any chance for 
peace, and ''doves” among middle-level 
officials and certain elements of Congress 
and the press. 


Bombing pauses: the 
bait is refused 


President Johnson called for the first 
bombing pause on 10 May 1965. He asked 
the Soviet Union to act as intermediary, 
but was refused. Two messages intended 
for the North Vietnamese —one to their 
embassy in Moscow, another through 
another government—were summarily re¬ 
turned without comment. After eight days, 
the President ordered the bombing 
renewed. 

His critics claimed that the pause was 
too short: had the United States held off a 
little longer, they asserted, it might have 
produced a positive response. Several 
Communist governments expressed the 
same opinion; Hungary (and later Russia, 
Romania, and Poland) professed to be in 
direct contact with Hanoi and to be con¬ 
vinced that if the United States would halt 
the bombing, the North Vietnamese would 
negotiate. Communist leaders made cer¬ 
tain that the American press learned of 
their assertions, so that pressure on the 
Johnson administration became intense. 


Neither the threat of 
increased bombing of the 
North nor the inducement 
of truces and bombing 
pauses could persuade the 
Communists to negotiate 
for peace in earnest. 
Thus, in 1965-66, US 
and ARVN forces launched 
massive “search and 
destroy” operations to 
drive the Viet Cong from 
their strongholds in the 
South, and fought large 
scale actions with North 
Vietnamese regulars who 
pushed south across the 
Demilitarized Zone 


At Christmas 1965, when even Secretary 
of Defense McNamara supported a pause. 
President Johnson, although fearing that 
another halt would merely be interpreted 
by the North Vietnamese as a faltering of 
American will, sanctioned an extension of 
a bombing pause already approved as part 
of a Christmas cease-fire. The President 
also mounted a world-wide diplomatic 
offensive, sending emissaries to various 
capitals to make sure that all knew of the 
United States’ readiness to negotiate. 

Although the bombing pause lasted 37 
days, it was all in vain. After the war, a 
defecting Hungarian diplomat stated that 
never at any time during eight bombing 
halts from 1965 to 1968—despite such con¬ 
ciliatory gestures from President Johnson 
as pledging post-war aid to all of Indo¬ 
china, including North Vietnam -did the 
North Vietnamese show any interest in 
negotiations. Their supporters in other 
Communist (and non-Communist) coun¬ 
tries may have been sincere, or they may 
simply have been seeking to give the North 
Vietnamese a respite from bombing, but in 
no instance did they have the ear of the 
North Vietnamese leaders. The North 
Vietnamese had one goal: to subjugate 
South Vietnam and reunite the country 
under Communist rule. So long as South 
Vietnam and the United States were 
pledged to deny that goal, there were no 
grounds for negotiation. 

Early in 1966, General Westmoreland 
prepared to fly to Honolulu to present to 
the Commander in Chief, Pacific, Admiral 
Sharp, his requirements for additional 
troops. To proceed with the logistical 
build-up and move into the second phase of 
operations —in which he would seek out 
the enemy’s major units in their sanc¬ 
tuaries—he considered that he required a 
total of 429,000 American troops and 


approximately 10,000 more from Asian 
countries. These must include not only 
combat troops, but also essential logistical 
support units such as signal and engineer 
battalions, aviation and aviation support 
units, and port battalions. 

At the last minute. President Johnson 
decided to fly to Honolulu himself to meet 
not only with Westmoreland and Ambas¬ 
sador Lodge but also with the South 
Vietnamese leaders. Chief of State Thieu 
and Premier Ky. The President brought 
with him, in addition to Secretary of 
Defense McNamara and Secretary of 
State Dean Rusk, his secretaries of agricul¬ 
ture, health, education, and welfare. This 
indicated his wish to stress the civilian 
side of the struggle in South Vietnam — 
notably the pacification process aimed at 
providing security for the people and 
producing social, political, and economic 
reforms designed to inspire them to co¬ 
operate with the government, thus elimin¬ 
ating support for the insurgents. 

In the course of the conference, which 
began on 6 February, Thieu and Ky com¬ 
mitted themselves not only to defeating 
the Communists on the battlefield but also 
to such broad principles as eradicating 
social injustice and formulating a constitu¬ 
tion, to be followed by elections by secret 
ballot. They were thus committed to what 
President Johnson called "the other war” 
— pacification—on which the President 
wanted new emphasis by Americans and 
South Vietnamese alike. 


No true measure of 
military progress 


So far as military matters were con¬ 
cerned, an important discussion centered 
on how military progress should be mea¬ 
sured. In a war without conventional front 
lines whose movements determined which 
side was winning, there had to be other 
criteria. What percentage of the popula¬ 
tion was under government control? How 
many miles of roads and waterways were 
open to traffic? How many insurgents were 
being brought over to the government 
side? How many enemy weapons were 
being captured? How many enemy had 
been killed? 

These were at best imprecise measure¬ 
ments of progress. With the possible excep¬ 
tion of counts of enemy dead and weapons 
captured, all involved subjective judge¬ 
ment: all the measurements were subject 
to question—particularly the number of 
enemy killed. That figure was determined 
by actually counting the fallen on the 
battlefield, a process known as "body 
count”. The press frequently queried the 
figures, asserting that they were inflated or 
that civilian dead were included. General 
Westmoreland, however, having com¬ 
missioned a comprehensive study of the 
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1. During the bombing pauses the ground 
war went on: Australian troops engage 
the enemy. 2. President Johnson stresses 
the need for political and social 
reform to Premier Nguyan Cao Ky 
during the Honolulu conference, 

February 1 966. 3. B-52 Strato- 
fortresses: although US officials had 
little hope that bombing pauses 
would further peace, international 
and domestic pressure made the 
halts desirable. 4. Transport and 
engineer personnel of the Korean 
Military Assistance Group arrive 
in Saigon. 

Major Truces/Bombing Pauses 

1965 1—6 February: Jell ruce. 13-18 
May: Bombing pause. 

1966 24 December 1965-31 January: 
Bombing pause. 23 December: 

Bombing of Hanoi area restricted. 

24-26 December: Christmas Truce. 

1967 8-12 February: Tet Truce. 

1968 15 January-10 February: 

Bombing of Haiphong area suspended. 

18 January: Bombing of Hanoi area 
suspended. 31 March: US ends 
bombing of North Vietnam, except 
near DMZ. 31 October: US ends all 
bombing of North Vietnam. 

1972 6 April: Bombing of North 
Vietnam recommences. 

1973 15 January: US ends all bombing 
of North Vietnam. 27 January: Peace 
Agreement signed in Pans. 28 January: 
Ceasefire effective. 
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process, was convinced that if the statistics 
erred, they erred on the side of caution, 
for enemy killed by long-range artillery or 
air strikes were seldom included in the 
totals. 

For all General Westmoreland’s at¬ 
tempts to limit fighting in populated areas, 
most operations, well into 1966, took place 
in or near population centers. This was 
because Viet Cong forces had entrenched 
themselves there, while incoming North 
Vietnamese units were still assembling 
along the Laotian and Cambodian fron¬ 
tiers. The US 1st Cavalry Division (Air¬ 
mobile), for example, operated for much 
of the year in the central coastal province 
of Binh Dinh, long a Communist strong¬ 
hold, and by early autumn had broken the 
hold of a Viet Cong regiment on the region. 
Korean troops operated in a similar 
fashion in provinces just south of Binh 
Dinh. 

Although Westmoreland counted on 
the South Vietnamese Army for close-in 
defense of the capital, he positioned 
American troops on approaches to Saigon 
leading from the enemy’s long-established 
base areas and from Cambodia—just 30 
miles (48km) from the capital at the closest 
point. The 1st Infantry Division, the 173d 
Airborne Brigade, and an Australian 
battalion swept a big rubber plantation, 
once owned by the Michelin Tire Company, 
20 to 25 miles (32-40km) northwest of 
Saigon, then probed for enemy command 
posts and supply bases in two large forested 
regions, the Boi Loi Forest and Ho Bo 
Wood. Two brigades of the US 25 th Infantry 
Division operated in Tay Ninh province 
northwest of Saigon along the Cambodian 
border, while another brigade of the 
division beat the bushes in the Central 
Highlands in search of North Vietnamese 
units. When firm contacts were made in the 
Highlands, Westmoreland moved in a 
brigade of the 101st Airborne Division, 
later reinforced by the entire 1st Cavalry 
Division, to probe the jungle-covered 
mountains and prevent the North Viet¬ 
namese from massing for attacks on 
provincial capitals in the region. 


The Viet Cong find 
refuge in Cambodia 


When the 199th Light Infantry Brigade 
arrived in late summer of 1966, Westmore¬ 
land deployed the unit on the fringes of a 
big enemy base area in Tay Ninh province 
known as War Zone C. When the enemy 
appeared ready to make a fight of it in War 
Zone C, the II Field Force commander. 
Lieutenant General Jonathan Seaman, 
was reinforced by the 173d Airborne 
Brigade, the 1st Infantry Division, con¬ 
tingents of a South Vietnamese division, 
and a brigade each of the US 4th and 25th 
Infantry Divisions. The fight that ensued, 
known as '’Operation Attleboro”, in¬ 
volved some 22,000 Americans and South 
Vietnamese, the largest operation of the 
war up to that time. After more than six 
weeks of hit-and-run fighting, the Viet 
Cong fell back to sanctuary in Cambodia. 

In the country’s northern provinces, the 
I Corps zone, two US Marine divisions 
operated in three of the provinces; except 
for one Marine battalion defending a radio 
relay station, Westmoreland relied on 
South Vietnamese divisions to hold the 


two northernmost provinces. There was 
always a possibility that the North Viet¬ 
namese would change their policy of in¬ 
filtrating only through Laos and Cambodia 
and instead push southward across the 
DMZ—and in February 1966, intelligence 
reports indicated that this was happening. 
Judging from the enemy’s usual "time¬ 
table” for infiltration, it would take several 
months for the North Vietnamese to con¬ 
centrate for an attack. In the meantime, 
Westmoreland ordered two airfields con¬ 
structed close to the DMZ, together with a 
port capable of handling tank landing 
ships (LSTs) at the former imperial capital 
city of Hue. He had to be ready to reinforce 
the northern provinces with American 
troops. 


Guerrilla or peasant? 
Identification problems 


No matter how conventional a narrative 
of either side’s moves may seem, it must he 
emphasized that throughout South Viet¬ 
nam it was a most unconventional war. 
The enemy could be anywhere and every¬ 
where. In the case of the Viet Cong, attired 
in the black "pajamas” of the Vietnamese 
peasant, he was indistinguishable —unless 
he openly carried a weapon—from the 
local people. He could be "nowhere”, 
hiding out among the people, in the jungles, 
along the overgrown banks of canals and 
river, or in labyrinthian underground 
tunnels. He would fight only when cornered 
or when he sensed an advantage. He might 
lie in ambush along a trail, road, or water¬ 
way, surprise a unit on foot or in convoy, 
inflict heavy casualties in the opening 
moments of the engagement, and then 
fade into the jungle, rubber plantation, 
village, or hamlet. 

It was, for Americans and South Viet¬ 
namese, a checkerboard war. Responding 2 
to intelligence reports from agents or 
informers, captured documents, air or 
ground patrol reconnaissance, or radio 
intercepts, a unit might be snatched up by 
helicopter and swiftly set dovm miles 
away. Excellent radio communications, 
troop-carrying helicopters, and armed 
helicopters called "gunships” were essen¬ 
tial to the operation. C-130 Hercules 
aircraft and Canadian-built de Haviliand 
C-7A Caribous helped transport large 
loads of men and equipment. Australian 
Caribou aircraft, first committed in 1964, 
made a notable contribution to the supply 3 
of South Vietnamese ground units, con¬ 
sistently outlifting their US counterparts. 

In May 1966, General Westmoreland asked 
for a squadron of 12 Australian Caribous 
to serve with the US 7th Air Force, hut the 
request was not granted for "political” 
reasons. Fighter-bombers wereonconstant 
call, and B-52s carried out one massive 
raid after another. 

Both sides had first-class individual and 
crew-served weapons. The Americans had 
an excellent light automatic rifle, the 
5.56mm M16, although because of produc¬ 
tion delays in the United States, their 
South Vietnamese allies had to make do 
until well into 1968 with World War IFs 
semi-automatic Garand Ml. The Viet 
Cong and the North Vietnamese also had 
excellent automatic rifles— AK-47s, most 
of them Chinese-manufactured copies of 
the original Russian weapon. The Ameri- 4 
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1. Men of the US 4th Marine Regiment 
storm a hill held by North Vietnamese 
regulars, two miles south of the De¬ 
militarized Zone, during "Operation 
Hastings". July-August 1 966. Some 
8,000 Marines and 3,000 ARVN engaged 
the North Vietnamese 324B Division in 
north Quang Tri province, killing 824 
enemy and capturing 21 4 weapons. 

2 . Australian troops took part in the 
sweeps of 1 966; here, the crews of RAAF 
C-7A Caribou transports are briefed 

by a USAF officer during a terrain 
familiarization flight. 3 . A US Army 
M102 105mm howitzer fires on a Viet 


Cong position, mid-1 966. 4 . Unrest in 
South Vietnam erupted in riots early 
in 1 966—but not all demonstrations 
were against the war: in Saigon, in 
June, more than 100,000 Vietnamese 
Catholics rallied in support of the 
anti-Communist allies. 5 . Search and 
destroy: men of the US 1 73d Airborne 
Brigade await transport helicopters 
to carry them into action against the 
Viet Cong along the Saigon River. 

6. Map: major operations in the Saigon 
area, 1 966. Beginning in January, US. 
Australian, and South Vietnamese troops 
launched a major sweep into Viet Cong 


base areas near Saigon—the Michelin 
Plantation, and the Boi Loi Forest and 
Ho Bo Wood in the "Iron Triangle", a 
notorious Communist sanctuary. In 
"Operation Attleboro". 1 4 September to 
24 November, more than 22,000 troops 
with massive air support were deployed 
in War Zone C, in the largest operation 
of the war to date, killing 2.1 30 
guerrillas. Inset: operational areas 
in relation to Saigon. 7 . After a 
37-day bombing pause from Christmas 
1 975. US aircraft —like the F-4C 
Phantoms seen here—were once again 
unleashed against North Vietnam. 
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cans had powerful artillery, including 
some self-propelled 175mm guns, but the 
South Vietnamese were less well-equipped 
in artillery. The North Vietnamese em¬ 
ployed artillery only in the northern 
provinces, along the DMZ, but throughout 
the country they and the Viet Cong used 
rockets up to 140mm caliber. With the 
arrival in early autumn 1966 of the 11th 
Armored Cavalry Regiment, the Ameri¬ 
cans added to their arsenal the M48A2 
tank with its 90mm gun. 

The Americans also employed highly 
complex electronic fire control and infra¬ 
red surveillance devices, along with elec¬ 
tronic sensors that could be planted on 
remote trails to send signals whenever 
bodies of troops passed by. A bulldozer 
variant called a ''Rome plow” cleared 
vegetation along roads and waterways to 
forestall ambushes, or leveled ^great 
stretches of jungle to den^the enemy hid¬ 
ing places. Chemical defoliants sprayed 
,from aircraft also opened wide areas of 
jungle to air surveillance. In contrast to 
such sophisticated equipment, barbed wire 
and the sandbag were widely used. 

The military situation was showing 
favorable trends when, in the spring of 
1966, a new political crisis broke, threaten¬ 
ing to waste in political turmoil all thathad 
been accomplished. 


Internal unrest threatens 
national security 


Unrest had been endemic in the northern 
provinces since the overthrow of President 
Diem. There, remote from Saigon, univer¬ 
sity students and Buddhists considered 
that the Thieu-Ky regime had failed to 
give them a roje in the new government 
commensurate' with the part they had 
played in ousting Diem. When Thieu and 
Ky relieved a popular I Corps commander, 
General Nguyen chanh Chi (sometimes 
spelt "Thi”), for supposedly failing to 
crack down on Buddhist dissidents, 
students and Buddhists found the pretext 
they needed for demonstrations designed 
to overthrow the government. 

Mobs took to the streets in Da Nang and 
the demonstrations swiftly spread to Hue. 
Buddhist agitators began to seek sym¬ 
pathizers among South Vietnamese troops, 
many of them Buddhists themselves: on 
3 April, 3,000 soldiers of the 1st ARVN 
Division marched in uniform behind their 
band through the streets of Hue, shouting 
for the resignation of Thieu and Ky. 
Momentarily, there was a perilous con¬ 
frontation between US Marines defending 
the air base at Da Nang and the dissident 
ARVN troops who planned to occupy the 
base. As the threat of civil war hung over 
the northern provinces, demonstrations 
spread to other cities, including Saigon. 

Thieu and Ky had at first attempted to 
disregard the disturbances, but when 
South Vietnamese troops became involved, 
they decided they could delay no longer. 
Rushing three battalions of South Viet¬ 
namese Marines to Da Nang on 4 April, 
they hoped a show of force would bring the 
demonstrations under control. An uneasy 
quiet ensued; delicate negotiations by a 
US Army officer, Colonel Arch Hamblen, 
persuaded the leaders of dissident army 
units to hold their fire and stopped South 
Vietnamese Marines from full-scale 
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1. At Da Nang, center of anti- 
governnr^ent activity by civilians and 
disaffected South Vietnan^ese troops in 
April-May 1966. a Buddhist monk 
registers his protest by sitting in 
the path of an ARVN tank. 2. The 
disturbances quickly spread: in Saigon, 
a riot policeman seeks to restore 
order in a debris-strewn street. 

3. Alienated by the domestic policies 
of President Thieu. whom they thought 
to be biased in favor of Catholic 
Vietnamese. Buddhist clergy played a 
leading part in the demonstrations. 

4. Dissident ARVN soldiers briefly 
confronted US Marines at Da Nang 
Air Base—site of this MIM-23 Hawk 
missile battery — on 9 April 1 966 



Combat Losses: 

Selected Periods 

1 January 1961-31 December 1965 

US forces 1,484 killed 

7,337 wounded 

SVN forces 

30,427 killed 

63,009 wounded 

NVN/VC 

104,500 killed 

250,000 wounded 

1966 

US forces 

5,047 killed 

NVN/VC 

55.000 killed 

20,000 defected to anti¬ 
communist forces 

1968 

US and 

Free World 
forces 

9.300 killed or wounded 

SVN forces 

10.997 killed or wounded 

NVN/VC 

38.794 killed 

6.991 captured 


attacks on pagodas where armed Buddhists 
held out. The arrival of four more batta¬ 
lions sent by Ky, on 15 May, triggered off a 
week of civil strife before calm was at last 
restored to Da Nang. Demonstrations con¬ 
tinued in Hue until mid-June, when a 
task force of South Vietnamese airborne 
troops moved into the city and, with con¬ 
siderable restraint, established control. 
Although no one could have known it at 
the time, this crisis in the northern pro¬ 
vinces was destined to be the last of the 
violent political upheavals. 


Viet Cong attempt to 
interfere with elections 


As part of the effort to quell unrest in the 
north, Thieu and Ky promised to initiate 
the drafting of a constitution, to be follow¬ 
ed by elections — and they kept their word. 
Viet Cong attempts to interfere through 
terrorism and intimidation were generally 
unsuccessful: in electionsfor a Constituent 
Assembly, about two-thirds of the eligible 
electorate registered and close on 81 
percent of those voted. The elections were 
to be followed in the spring of 1967 by 
hamlet and village elections in September 
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1967 by senate and presidential elections 
(when Thieu was elected President and Ky 
Vice President); and in October 1967 by 
elections for a lower house. 

Domestic violence in the northern 
provinces was quelled, but almost immedi¬ 
ately the level of North Vietnamese 
infiltration across the DMZ prompted 
General Westmoreland to order US 
Marines to the northernmost province, 
Quang Tri. The III Marine Amphibious 
Force commander, newly-promoted Lieu¬ 
tenant General Walt, at first sent only one 
battalion as a reconnaissance force; when 
that battalion encountered sizeable North 
Vietnamese forces (the 324th VPA Divi¬ 
sion), Walt committed six more. In fighting 
that lasted until the end of September, 
about 8,000 Marines aided by 3,000 South 
Vietnamese troops claimed to have killed 
close on 2,000 of the enemy; the North 
Vietnamese retreated to sanctuary in the 
DMZ (which US aircraft "'officially” 

»bombed for the first time on 30 July). 

Although the Marines had apparently 
caught the North Vietnamese before they 
were fully concentrated, General West¬ 
moreland's concern for the northern 
provinces continued. He was particularly 
anxious about an outpost in the north¬ 
western extremity of Quang Tri province, 
at the village of Khe Sanh, which served as 
a base for ground patrols operating into 
Laos and provided an air strip for the small 
reconnaissance aircraft that spotted 
targets in Laos for the fighter-bombers. To 
Westmoreland, Khe Sanh was important 
not only for those operations, but also 
because he intended to use it as a jumping- 
off point if ever he received authority for 
major operations inside Laos. He also saw 
Khe Sanh as the western "anchor” for a 
chain of defenses just south of the DMZ. 

The only certain way of stopping North 
Vietnamese infiltration across the DMZ 
would be to create aconventional defensive 
line frorh the Laotian border to the sea. 
Even then, the enemy could still infiltrate 
around the line, through Laos —and in 
any case the thousands of troops required 
for such a line were simply not available. 
Westmoreland opted instead for a "strong- 
point obstacle system”, a series of fire- 
support and patrol bases intended to 
channel enemy movement into well-defined 
corridors where the Marines might bring 
mobile reserves, artillery, and airpower to 
bear. Construction of the strongpoints 
began in late 1966: four—including Khe 
Sanh —would be sited forward, and three 
to the rear. 


The “McNamara Line”: 
an impractical measure 

Work on the strongpoints had begun 
when Secretary McNamara, in Washing¬ 
ton. told a press conference that the United 
States intended to erect a barrier-line 
below the DMZ incorporating electronic 
sensors, mines, barbed wire, and fortified 
combat bases. Scientists had apparently 
convinced McNamara that such a barrier 
could stem infiltration. Hut General West¬ 
moreland saw a serious flaw: the "Mc¬ 
Namara Line” would require thousands of 
troops to man conventional defenses or 
the enemy would simply remove the 
obstacles. Although Westmoreland told 
McNamar*^ that he welcomed scientific 


devices, he did not want the linear defense 
the scientists apparently envisaged. He 
required a defense in depth to help canalize 
enemy movement between thestrongpoints 
already under construction. McNamara 
agreed but—whether or not because of his 
public announcement—the North Viet¬ 
namese began moving long-range artillery 
into the DMZ, making the construction 
even of Westmoreland’s original strong¬ 
points hazardous and costly. Little more 
was heard of the "McNamara Line”. 

President Johnson, meanwhile, called 
another conference at Manila in late 
October 1966, to review with Thieu and Ky 
the progress made since the February 
conference in Honolulu. At Manila the 
President made another overture to the 
North Vietnamese, promising to withdraw 
American troops from South Vietnam 
within six months of a North Vietnamese 
withdrawal and the cessation of infiltra¬ 
tion. This was a remarkable concession: 
it implied that if the North Vietnamese 
withdrew, the South Vietnamese alone 
could handle the Viet Cong insurgents. 
Nor did the President demand a guarantee 
that, once American troops departed, the 
North Vietnamese would not return. Even 
so, it elicited no response from North 
Vietnam. 


Reinforcements to counter 
Northern infiltration 


As 1966 came to an end, the United 
States had some 385,000 men in South 
Vietnam: five infantry divisions; two 
Marine divisions; four separate brigades; 
and an armored cavalry regiment—the 
equivalent of nearly three conventional 
army corps. The South Vietnamese Army 
now numbered 329,000 men, with another 
300,000 in the militia known as the Regional 
and Popular Forces, responsible primarily 
for village and hamlet defense. But during 
1966, also, some 60,000 North Vietnamese 
the equivalent of five divisions —had 
entered South Vietnam, raising estimated 
enemy combat strength to close on 300,000 
men, with thousands of supporters serving 
as "part-time” guerrillas or political 
cadremen. 

Westmoreland had nevertheless gained 
enough time to set his logistical problem 
to rights —and the troops needed to carry 
the fight to the enemy throughout the 
country were either on hand or would 
soon arrive. As well as asking Secretary 
McNamara for a further 100,000 plus US 
troops —to bring the total to 500,000, 
which he believed would be sufficient - 
Westmoreland urged that in view of the 
continuing North Vietnamese build-up, 
including the opening of a new front in the 
northern provinces, the United States 
should maintain a reserve of three divi¬ 
sions ready for commitment to South Viet¬ 
nam if necessary. He would get the troops 
he asked for; but the Defense Department 
had too many worldwide commitments to 
maintain a large reserve foree unless 
Ih'esident Johnson would agree to eall up 
eivilian reservees. That the President 
showed no inclination to do - and the 
growing volume of anti-war protests, 
especially from academics and students 
(the latter class, of course, containing 
many potential draftees), made it unlikely 
that he would change his mind. 
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1. Air mobility: a US Army door 
gunner with an M1 4 rifle scans the 
terrain as his Bell UH-1 "Huey" heli¬ 
copter—with another Huey on the 
wing—speeds to an operational area. 

2. A US Marine Corps M50 Ontos — 
designed as a tank destroyer, mounting 
six 106mm recoilless rifles, but 
widely used for fire support in 
Vietnam—en route from Da Nang to Chu 
Lai in late 1 966. 3. US aircraft 

first "officially" bombed the Demil¬ 
itarized Zone on 30 July 1966; 

Communist air defenses included 37mm 
guns like the one seen here. 4, A US 
Army Ml 1 3A1 armored personnel carrier 
and reconnaissance vehicle in South 
Vietnamese jungle; the Ml 1 3 family 
included variants mounting an 81 mm 
or 107mm mortar, a flamethrower, or the 
TOW anti-tank guided weapon system. 

5. Small aircraft like the USAF 
Cessna 0-1 E Bird Dogs seen here on 
forward air control (FAC) duty flew 
hazardous reconnaissance and coordin¬ 
ation missions. 6 . An FAC team on 
the ground maintains radio contact 
with an airborne FAC in an 0-1 Bird 
Dog. 7. The only possible way into 
impossible terrain: US troops dismount 
from a Huey in mountainous jungle. 

8 . US Marines with an M60 machine gun. 
engage North Vietnamese regulars near 
the Demilitarized Zone, September 
1966. 9. Off North Vietnam in October 
1 966. the destroyer USS Mansfield 
answers Communist shore batteries. 
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The development of the 
Communist armies 

Major David Miller 


T he Vietnamese Communists performed 
a feat unparalleled in military history 
by creating an army which, during its first 
30 years of existence, fought almost with¬ 
out a break, humbled the French, and 
twice created the military conditions in 
which political victory became possible. 

During the 1930s and early 1940s, the 
Vietnamese Communists sporadically 
fought first the PVench and then the 
Japanese, but it was not until 22 December 
1944 that the Vietnamese People’s Libera¬ 
tion Army (VPLA) was officially formed. 
On that day, 34 men paraded in a jungle 
clearing; some held rifles and one man 
grasped a flag-pole. Before them stood a 
32-year-old history teacher wearing a 
black Homburg hat, a city suit, and a 
revolver in a cowboy-style holster. The 
men were members of the first regular unit 
of the VPLA, and the man swearing them 
in was th^ir commander-in-chief— General 
Vo Nguyen Giap. Under his inspired 
leadership, that army was to go on to defeat 
the French within ten years. 

The VPLA was a true "people’s army" 
in that the masses were directly involved. 
It was organised on a three-tier basis: 

The Popular Troops were raised in every 
village under Viet Minh control, as well 
as in many under nominal French 
control. Members pursued their normal 
civilian occupation until called out, 
when they would undertake local offen¬ 
sive or defensive operations, or provide 
men for portering. 

The Regional Troops were full-time 
soldiers with the task of protecting bases 
and villages and supporting the Main 
P’orce whenever it operated in their 
area. There was normally one battalion 
per province and one company per 
district. 

The Regular Troops were professional 
soldiers, formed into the battalions, 
regiments, and divisions of the elite 
Main Force, known as the Chu Luc. 

The Chu Luc was the force which was 
intended to defeat the French Expedi¬ 
tionary Corps in battle. It was an invaluable 
body of men which Giap normally hus¬ 
banded very carefully, although when he 
did unleash it he seemed prepared to accept 
staggering losses. The Chu Luc eventually 
comprised six infantry divisions of about 
10,000 men each, some 20 independent 
infantry regiments, and a similar number 
of battalions. These independent units 
could either be given their own missions 
for example, operating behind the French 
"de LattreLine" orattached to a "Front” 
force. In addition, at the suggestion of 
Soviet and Chinese advisers, a "heavy 
division” was formed, modeled on the 
successful Soviet World War II practice. 
The Chu Luc infantry were described by 


The Viet Minh and Viet 
Cong were not ill-armed 
irregulars living on “a 
handful of rice a day”. 

The Communist guerrillas 
in Vietnam were, in fact, 
tightly organized under 
rigid political control, 
well equipped with arms 
from Soviet Russia and 
China, and sustained in 
their campaigns of terror 
by a massive supply 
network. Even so, the 
Communist victory 
depended finally on the 
regular troops of the 
North Vietnamese Army 


a French general in 1954 as being the finest 
in the world: they were tough, brave, and 
capable of astonishing feats of endurance. 
With few exceptions, they responded to 
every call made upon them. Each battalion 
had a "Death Volunteer Platoon” which 
undertook suicidal missions to demon¬ 
strate their loyalty to "the cause”, in the 
Vietnamese tradition of nham nho. At 
Dien Bien Phu, for example, some of these 
men staggered into French positions one 
night shrouded in parachutes explosives 
were strapped to their bodies and their 
intention was to get to a command post and 
then blow up both their captors and 
themselves. 

The VPLA appreciated from the first the 
value of fire support, and strenuous efforts 
were made to obtain weapons and ammuni¬ 
tion in sufficient quantities. Initially there 
was a mixture of old Japanese and FVench 
equipment, but this was eventually re¬ 
placed by modern Chinese and American 
weapons, together with some Soviet anti¬ 
aircraft guns and rockets. The American 
equipment came from stocks captured in 
Korea and transferred by the Chinese to 
the Viet Minh. By 1953, this had resulted in 
the VPLA having more modern American 
equipment than the French, whose aid 
came from old World War II stocks. Wea¬ 
pons used included 75mm and 105mm 
howitzers, 82mm and 12()mm mortars, 
Soviet 37mm towed M-1939 anti-aircraft 
guns, and Katyusha rockets. A significant 
criterion was that no shell, bomb, or rocket 
could exceed a one-man load; this effec¬ 
tively limited guns to 105mm and mortars 
to 120mm. 

There was a heavy-weapon company in 
every infantry battalion and regiment, and 
each division had a heavy-weapons bat¬ 
talion. Major artillery weapons were 
centralized in 351 Heavy Division, which 


had four artillery regiments, an anti¬ 
aircraft regiment, and an engineer regi¬ 
ment. The VPLA artillery reached an 
extremely high degree of effectiveness 
due to a very good training system and, of 
course, to constant practice. The engineers 
had none of the sophisticated equipment 
found in Western armies; their main 
mission was to direct unskilled labor in 
such tasks as road and bridge building, 
rafting, and laying minefields. During the 
march to Dien Bien Phu, the engineers 
ferried 308, 312 and 351 Heavy Divisions 
across the Red River at a rate of 6,000 men 
per night. 

An organization known as the Quan 
Bao, which controlled the intelligence 
elements, was unusual by Western stan¬ 
dards. Every man was a Communist Party 
member and had to undergo a rigorous 
three-month introductory course. Under 
the control of the Quan Bao were the 
Trinh Sat units, which carried out the field 
work. This included route reconnaissance, 
selection of ambush sites, security, camou¬ 
flage, discipline, and the collection of 
prisoners and weapons after an engage¬ 
ment. 

For communications the VPLA de¬ 
pended mainly on High Frequency (HF) 
radio, field cable systems, and runners. 
The most commonly used radios were 
American and were identical with those 
used by the French; the two opponents 
regularly picked up each other’s trans¬ 
missions and were also able, on a number 
of occasions, to communicate with each 
other. 


Trucks and porters 
supply the Chu Luc 


The Chu Luc was of no value if it could 
not be supplied and fed when operating 
away from its bases. Most supplies came 
from Communist China and some 600 
trucks were used in the rear areas; Ameri¬ 
can GMCs were used in difficult terrain 
and the less rugged Soviet Molotovas on 
the better roads. But these could not 
follow the fighting troops through the 
jungles and over the mountains, so this 
requirement was met by hundreds of 
thousands of porters, assisted by a rela¬ 
tively small number of mules andbuff'aloes. 
A porter carried a 55lb (25kg) load and 
marched 15 miles (24km) per day in flat 
country, or 9 miles (14km) a day in the 
mountains. The load was increased to 
1501b (68kg) by using bicycles specially 
strengthened and otherwise modified. 

To many people, logistics is a dull and 
unrewarding subject, but it has never been 
so to General Giap: "On the Dien Bien Phu 
front the supply of food and munitions was 
a factor as important as the problem of 
tactics. . . . Day and night hundreds of 
thousands of porters and young volunteers 


122 

















/ 



1. Vietnamese officials inspect a 
Soviet-built SA-2 Guideline surface- 
to air missile (SAM) on its rotatable 
launcher. Combined with AAA. MiG inter¬ 
ceptors, and an excellent defense radar 
complex, the SAMs gave North Vietnam 
one of the most efficient air defense 
systems ever devised. 2, A Soviet- 
built T-54/55 main battle tank of the 
Vietnamese People's Liberation Army 
during training. When North Vietnam 
committed these 35.9-ton tanks on a 
large scale during the 1 972 invasion 
of the South, they proved very vulner¬ 
able to the US 66mm M72 Light Anti¬ 
tank Weapon (LAW). 3. The only occas¬ 
ions on which North Vietnamese warships 
like the patrol and attack craft seen here 
attempted to engage the US Navy 
at sea were the Tonkin Gulf incidents 
of August-September 1 964. 
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crossed the passes and forded the rivers 
in spite of enemy planes and delayed- 
action bombs. Indeed, a strong rear is 
always the decisive factor for victory in a 
revolutionary war.'’ At the five-day battle 
of Vinh Yen in 1951, for example, 22,000 
combat troops required 5,000 tons of 
supplies which were carried by 180,000 
porters. At Hoa Binh, also in 1951, 70,000 
troops were supported by 150,000 porters. 
This suggests that the Western idea that 
the Asian guerrilla lives on a ’'handful of 
rice a day” is a myth. 

The principal base area for the VPLA 
was in the northern highlands of the Viet 
Bac, and it was difficult for foreign aid to 
reach them until the armies of Mao Tse- 
tung overran southern China in 1949. 
Thereafter, aid poured in from China, the 
Soviet Union, and the ’’fraternal” coun¬ 
tries of Eastern Europe. There were also 
foreign advisers with the Viet Minh 
throughout the war, although it is doubt¬ 
ful whether their influence on the way the 
intensely independent Vietnamese con¬ 
ducted the war was very great. There were 
some 300 Soviet advisers and a similar 
number of Chinese. There were also 
between 20,000 and 30,000 Chinese fight¬ 
ing in the VPLA, but as individual volun¬ 
teers and not as separate fighting units, 
although it was reported that there were 
some Chinese medical units. 

The Viet Minh was supposed to be a 
broad-based, multi-party nationalist move¬ 
ment, but the Communist Party held the 
VPLA in a grip of iron. There were political 
commissars at every level of command, 
responsible for political training, running 
the innumerable committees, security, 
education, and — most importantly — 
morale. The Party’s influence exerted 
itself in every section, and was based on 
cells of three to five men each. By no means 
all the soldiers were Party members. One 
division had a strength of 8,400 men in 
1953, of which only 2,050 (24 percent) were 
registered members of the Communist 
Party. To doubly ensure Party control, it 
was laid down in a Presidential decree 
that where there was disagreement be¬ 
tween a commander and his political 
commissar the latter would always have 
the power of final decision. 


Mao’s doctrine is 
put to work in Vietnam 


Between December 1944 and May 1954, 
the Viet Minh built a massive, capable, 
and efficient army which was eventually 
able to take on the French in one of the 
world’s major and most decisive battles — 
at Dien Bien Phu -and win. The three-tier 
system (devised originally by Mao Tse- 
tung) worked brilliantly. At the grass¬ 
roots, the Village Militia encouraged (and 
frequently forced) commitment to the 
cause. The Regional Troops provided a 
network of efficient and reliable units 
throughout the country, which could be 
used for either independent tasks or to 
support the Chu Luc in major operations. 
At the top level, the Chu Luc gave Giap a 
mobile army which combined heavy fire¬ 
power with the ability to move rapidly 
over even the most difficult terrain. 

Secondly, the rigid control and disci¬ 
pline imposed hy the Communist Party 
ensured that the VPLA always responded 


to the politicians’ wishes and policies; not 
once did non-Communist officers try to 
over-ride them. 

Thirdly, the high command of the VPLA 
was prepared to learn from its mistakes 
and was very flexible in its approach. In 
particular, there were costly and almost 
disastrous errors during the ’’drive on 
Hanoi” in 1951, but these were analyzed in 
great detail and never repeated. 

Finally, the VPLA made one correct 
assessment which helped as much as any 
strategic or tactical decision to achieve 
victory—the vital importance of logistic 
support. This realization, coupled with 
meticulous planning and the efforts of 
hundreds of thousands of porters, enabled 
the Chu Luc to travel many miles from its 
bases and then fight, well-armed, with 
plenty of ammunition, and normally with 
just enough food to survive. In this first 
war, the army of ’’little men in black 
pajamas” took on a tough, professional, 
and experienced European army and was 
successful; the VPLA fully lived up to its 
motto: "Quyet Chien-Quyet Thang” (To 
Fight and To Win). 


Hanoi retains control 
of the Southern units 


The Geneva Agreements of July 1954 
included provisions for the regrouping of 
forces; those of the Viet Minh were to 
withdraw northwards into the newly- 
created Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
(DRVN) by May 1955. A considerable 
number of organized military units were, 
however, deliberately left behind, most of 
them located in the Vietnam/Cambodia 
border area or deep in the Mekong Delta. 
In 1957 these were estimated to comprise 17 
major units, each between 50 and 200 strong 
and fully equipped with normal infantry 
weapons. There were also numerous arms 
dumps scattered around the countryside. 

During the war against the French, the 
controlling political body had been in the 
extreme southern tip of the country, but in 
1955 this was moved to Tay Ninh, only a 
few miles from Saigon. Known as the Trung 
Uong Cue Mien Nam—commonly trans¬ 
lated as Central Office for South Vietnam 
(COSVN)—this body was supposedly auto¬ 
nomous and under the control of south¬ 
erners. This was a propaganda fiction, 
however, and both the COSVN and the 
war in general were always firmly con¬ 
trolled from Hanoi. 

In the years 1954 to 1956, the government 
of President Ngo Dinh Diem made serious 
inroads on the Communist Party infra¬ 
structure in the South and appeared to be 
gaining control. By 1957, the Party cadres 
in the South were feeling very frustrated 
and began, on their own initiative, a cam¬ 
paign of small-scale attacks and the as¬ 
sassination of low-level government of¬ 
ficials. Such actions escalated through 
1958 and early 1959, when armed bands 
were formed throughout the country. By 
1959, the Central Committee in Hanoi 
began to be concerned about events in the 
South; they thought that their grip on the 
South was slipping and decided to reassert 
control. Accordingly, in May, they re¬ 
solved that: ”... the struggle for reunifica¬ 
tion will now have to be carried out by all 
means other than peaceful." The assassina¬ 
tion campaign reached a new peak in the 
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1. The mobility of the Uommunist 
armies depended to a great extent on 
human porters; gunners pack the com¬ 
ponent parts of their weapon through 
jungle. 2. The heavy rocket fired from 
a portable launcher, like those seen 
here, was one of the Communists' most 
effective weapons. 3. A North Vietnam¬ 
ese Transport Brigade's Soviet-built 
trucks roll down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 

4. Although well-supplied by Communist 
allies. North Vietnam also produced 
small arms and shells in widely-disp¬ 
ersed workshops. 5. Light and medium 
anti-aircraft guns captured from the 
Viet Cong; AAA was supplied by China, 
Czechoslovakia, and the USSR 6 . A 
Soviet-built MiG-1 7 "Fresco" of the 
North Vietnamese Air Force. 7. The 
MiG-21 "Fishbed" interceptor, seen 
here, appeared in increasing numbers 
over North Vietnam from 1 966 onward 




The Chu Luc—The Main Force of the Vietnamese Peoples' Army, 1954 


Ministry of National Defense 


304 Infantry 308 Infantry 312 Infantry 316 Infantry 320 Infantry 325 Infantry 351 Heavy 

Division Division Division Division Division Division Division 


98 Infantry 174 Infantry 176 Infantry 980 Heavy Weapons Anti-Aircraft 

Regiment Regiment Regiment Battalion Battalion 


Twenty Independent Twenty Independent 154 Independent 16 Transport 

Regiments Battalions Engineer Regiment Regiment 


The Chu Luc—The Organization of 351 Heavy Division, 1954 


34 Artillery 45 Artillery 

Regiment Regiment 

I 

15x75mm howitzers 
20x 1 20mm mortars 

36x105mm howitzers 


Divisional Headquarters 


237 Artillery 367 Anti-Aircraft 

Regiment Regiment 

40x82mm mortars 


50x1 2.7mm AAMG 
36x37mm AA guns* 


675 Artillery 151 Engineer 

Regiment Regiment 

24 x75mm howitzers 
20 x120mm mortars 


*Note: Each of these guns had 
a Communist Chinese "advised' 
on the crew. 
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week of Tet (18-25 January) 1960, when 
many men were killed. (It is a traditional 
belief in Vietnam that the events in Tet set 
the pattern for the following year; it is, 
therefore, scarcely surprising that the 
Communists always tried to ensure that 
Tet was bloody and disastrous for their 
enemies.) Then, on the last day of Tet, a 
new phase of major military attacks was 
signaled by an assault on the headquarters 
of 32d Regiment of the Army of the Repub- 
lib of Vietnam (ARVN) at Trang Sap. 

Also in 1959, the famous Ho Chi Minh 
Trail was opened. This land infiltration 
route started in the DRVN and then ran 
south through Laotian and Cambodian 
territory, with spurs leading off at inter¬ 
vals into South Vietnam. Early travelers 
down the Trail were southerners return¬ 
ing from training in the DRVN, but the 
Hanoi government quickly appreciated 
that the Trail would become vital for 
moving North Vietnamese Army (NVA) 
men and equipment. The confused Laotian 
wars of 1960-1962 resulted in an inter¬ 
national agreement to withdraw all foreign 
troops and "neutralize” the country. The 
DRVN was a party to this agreement, but 
since there were no arrangements for 
supervision the North Vietnamese were 
able to ignore it and expand the facilities on 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail, thus gaining a 
secure route from the rear base in the North 
to the operational area in the South. For 
many years there was also a maritime 
infiltration route, but this was much re¬ 
duced in effectiveness after the Americans 
entered the war. 


Viet Cong weapons 
and terror tactics 


In the early 1960s, the DRVN began to 
reinforce the Viet Cong units in the South 
with both individuals and units from the 
NVA. The position for the remainder of 
the war was that the forces in the South 
comprised: 

The Viet Cong Village Militias, recruited 
locally as before. 

Viet Cong Regional Troops, mostly 
southerners, but frequently reinforced 
by individuals and groups from the 
DRVN. 

Viet Cong Main Force units, normally 
of battalion or regimental size, but 
sometimes designated "divisions”, al¬ 
though nothing like as strong and 
effective as the NVA divisions. 

North Vietnamese Army Main Force 
units, comprising divisions and in¬ 
dependent regiments and battalions. 

These units were organized and equip¬ 
ped on similar lines to their equivalents in 
the earlier war, although the weaponry 
was obviously updated as and when pos¬ 
sible. Primary suppliers were China and 
the Soviet Union, with the latter playing 
an increasingly important role. Among the 
most significant weapons was the AK-47, 
a light, simple, and robust assault rifle, 
which was reportedly occasionally used by 
American and AR VNsoldiers in preference 
to their own. Machine-guns and mortars 
came from both the Soviet Union and 
China, but the anti-aircraft equipment was 
virtually all from the USSR. A particularly 
important weapon in the ground war was 
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the 130mm M-1954/M-46 field gun, which 
the NVA used to destroy American and 
ARVN fire-bases. The 130mm was sited in 
isolated individual gun positions, which 
made it a very difficult target for aircraft— 
and as it outranged the US 105mm gun/ 
howitzer by a very considerable margin, 
it was relatively immune to counter¬ 
battery fire. 

A new weapon introduced in Vietnam 
was the individual heavy rocket, fired from 
a light, easily portable launching stand. 
The 122mm rocket weighed 1121b (51kg)— 
of which the warhead accounted for a 
remarkable 421b (19kg)—and had a range 
of 10 miles (16km), but this was superseded 
in 1968 by a 107mm rocket which was 
equally lethal but much lighter. Another 
new weapon unveiled in Vietnam was the 
Soviet-made RPG-7, which could pene¬ 
trate 10 inches (254mm) of armor plate at 
ranges up to 550 yards (503m), besides 
dealing easily with bunkers and buildings. 
Finally, the Soviet Union supplied in¬ 
creasingly large quantities of heavier 
conventional weapons, such as PT-76 and 
T-54 tanks, which were essential to the 
invasions of 1972 and 1974. 

The strategy of the Communists under¬ 
went a number of changes during the war. 
In the early 1960s, the main thrust was 
aimed at divorcing the government of 
South Vietnam from its people, with 
attacks on the ARVN and a constant 
campaign of assassination and abduction. 
The unremitting nature of this campaign 
of terror among the population should not 
be underestimated; unfortunately, it be¬ 
came so routine a part of South V ietnamese 
life that it seldom merited mention in the 
news reports from Vietnam. In the early 
days of the second Vietnam War, the cam¬ 
paign really got into its stride in 1960; one 
of its particular aims was to discredit the 
Saigon government, and the main method 
of achieving this was to demonstrate that 
minor officials could not be protected by 
the government they served. As these 
officials were murdered, those that were 
left had to take measures to protect their 
lives and those of their families which 
almost invariably resulted in cutting 
themselves off from the population, thus 
furthering the Communist aims. In 1964, 
for example, 436 government officials were 
murdered nation-wide, 161 wounded and 
1,131 abducted. 

Throughout the period of the American 
military campaigns, there was no let-up 
in this process. The Viet Cong took their 
campaign of terrorism to its ultimate con¬ 
clusion when, among many other horrific 
incidents in Hue in February-March 1963: 




”... a squad with a death order entered 
the house of a prominent community 
leader and shot him, his wife, his married 
son and daughter-in-law, his young 
unmarried daughter, a male and female 
servant and their baby. The family cat 
was strangled, the family dog was 
clubbed to death, and the goldfish 
scooped out of the fishbowl and tossed 
onto the floor. When the Communists 
left no life remained in the house—a 
'family unit’ had been eliminated.” 


In 1963 the Communists swept into what 
was intended to be the final stage of the 4 










1. The Vietnamese soldier in the fore¬ 
ground fires a Chinese-designed Type 
69 40mm anti-tank grenade launcher—a 
copy of the Soviet RPG-7, with a perma¬ 
nent bipod and no rear pistol grip. 

2. A US Air Force reconnaissance pic¬ 
ture of an anti-aircraft site in North 
Vietnam. 3. AAA in action near Hanoi: 
the optically-sighted Soviet M38/39 
37mm gun and the radar-controlled 57mm 
S-60 were among the guns deployed. 

4. Sophisticated defense: an SA-2 Guide¬ 
line SAM site. Intensive electronic 
countermeasures and the relative weak¬ 
ness of the SA-2's own guidance system 
limited US aircraft losses. 5. Primit¬ 
ive aggression: a US Marine examines 
a booby trap of "punji stakes"—sharp¬ 
ened bamboo, often coated with filth to 
cause blood-poisoning — placed by the 
Viet Cong in a rice paddy. 



War, and the fragile fabric of South Viet¬ 
nam began to disintegrate. Infiltration by 
the NVA suddenly increased, obviously 
with the intention of ensuring that the 
Viet Cong did not win on their own. 

The arrival of United States ground 
troops in 1965-1966 undoubtedly saved 
South Vietnam from defeat and also caused 
a reappraisal of strategy in Hanoi. In 
1965-1968, efforts were concentrated on 
maintaining a high level of casualties 
among American forces; the Communists 
also lost many men, but the difference was 
that, in the long term, the Communists 
could afford such losses while the Ameri¬ 
cans could not. Indeed, by early 1968, 
despite many deaths, casualties, and 
defections, the NVA and Viet Cong forces 
were numerically stronger than in 1966. 


The Communist gamble 
on a major offensive 


In 1967 the North Vietnamese decided, 
after a major row in the Central Committee, 
to try to short-circuit the normally slow 
(but sure) process of revolutionary war by 
staking everything on a major offensive at 
Tet 1968. The Chinese, and General Giap, 
argued against this plan, which rep¬ 
resented a major aberration of orthodox 
theory, but the Russians —who have never 
understood revolutionary warfare —were 
for it. The aims, as stated in the official 
operation order, were: 

To promote a popular uprising. 

To cause the collapse of the South Viet¬ 
namese armed forces. 

To destroy the United States’ political 
and military position. 

Thus, as American self-doubt and criti¬ 
cism were gathering strength, the Tet 
offensive was suddenly unleashed on 31 
January 1968. Viet Cong sappers reached 
the United States Embassy in Saigon and 
General Westmoreland’s headquarters at 


THE UNREMITTING WAR OF TERROR 

By 1962/63 the military actions gained the world’s attention and the campaign of terrorism was relegated to the background. Yet. 
as these figu'res show it was a fact of life from which the South Vietnamese could not escape. 

Viet Cong Killings and Abductions in South Vietnam, 1964 


Kilted 

Abducted 



Jan 

Feb 

Mar 

Apr 

May 

Jun 

Ju! 

Aug 

Sep 

Oct 

Nov 

Dec 

Total 

Grand 

total 

Govt. Officials 

47 

34 

49 

30 

25 

31 

45 

36 

46 

48 

21 

24 

436 

1795 

Others 

111 

110 

138 

115 

105 

110 

181 

103 

132 

100 

66 

88 

1359 

Govt. Officials 

93 

113 

91 

67 

74 

132 

93 

103 

144 

69 

52 

100 

1131 

9554 

Others 

694 

590 

1531 

647 

727 

483 

964 

834 

778 

477 

200 

498 

8423 


Viet Cong Killings and Abductions in South Vietnam, 1966-71 



1966 

1967 

1968' 

1969 

1970 

1971 

T otals ' 

Killed 

1732 

3706 

5389 

6202 

5947 

3391 

26,367 

Abducted 

3810 

5369 

8759 

6289 

6931 

4788 

35.946 


* These statistics, published by the Comptroller, Office of the Secretary of Defense (US), do not include the figures for February 
1968 (Tet). as the number of civil casualties was never fully established 

Viet Cong Terrorism, Sabotage, Forced Propaganda Sessions, and Armed Attacks, 1964 



Jan 

Feb 

Mar 

Apr 

May 

June 

July 

Aug 

Sept 

Oct 

Nov 

Dec 

Total 

Attacks 

223 

217 

203 

220 

175 

140 

184 

113 

118 

83 

60 

96 

1,832 

Terrorism 

1.244 

1.389 

1.632 

1,738 

1,418 

1.390 

2.123 

1.775 

1,938 

1.790 

1,391 

1,719 

19.547 

Sabotage 

129 

201 

158 

169 

217 

176 

286 

31 5 

482 

480 

247 

318 

3.205 

Propaganda 

1 74 

271 

167 

1 57 

140 

162 

224 

173 

178 

197 

109 

128 

2.080 
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Tan Son Nhut airbase. Farther north, the 
Viet Cong occupied the old imperial city 
of Hue and had to be blasted out in a house- 
by-house battle reminiscent of World 
War II. More than 100,000 civilians were 
made homeless and the Viet Cong carried 
out a vicious campaign of executions: more 
than 1,000 bodies were found in mass 
graves around Hue alone. 


Communist defeat and 
a change in strategy 


The Tet offensive was, however, an 
overall disaster for the Viet Cong; their 
best units had led the attack and had been 
decimated: 38,794 dead and 6,991 captured. 
The great effort to spark off a popular up¬ 
rising had failed completely, and after 
some initial faltering the people rallied to 
the Saigon government. Nor did the much- 
maligned ARVN collapse indeed, it 
fought back splendidly, and both the Army 
and the Police gained much confidence 
from the episode. One of the most notice¬ 
able features of the offensive was that the 
N VA units held back and suffered virtually 
no losses for the remainder of the war, 
the predominance of the NVA military 
forces over the Viet Cong was absolute. 
Nevertheless, the Communist influence in 
South Vietnam was drastically reduced as 
a result of the enormous losses. In spite of 
the beginning of the American with¬ 
drawal, the Saigon government was able 
to extend its influence over many areas 
which had been under Viet Cong control 
for years. 

While the Viet Cong was attacking in 
the south, the NVA was conducting a cam¬ 
paign of its own just below the DMZ, 
where a major assault was being planned 
on a United States Marine Corps outpost 
at Khe Sanh. There can be no doubt that 
General Giap was trying to recreate the 
conditions and success of Dien Bien Phu, 
and the surrender of the garrison would 
have been a fatal blow to the Americans. 
The NVA used two divisions in the pre¬ 
paratory attacks with a third in reserve; it 
was significant that the division desig¬ 
nated for the final assault the 304th had 
fought with great distinction at Dien Bien 
Phu. In this major confrontation, the NVA 
was defeated by the resolve of the garrison 
and by the devastating and awesome 
firepower available to the United States 
forces. 

After these major reverses, a change in 
strategy was obviously required; it was 
decided to expand the conventional cap¬ 
ability of the NVA. The Russians provided 
massive aid to achieve this. The result was 
seen on 30 March 1972, when 54,000 NVA 
troops drove into South Vietnam in a three¬ 
pronged attack, with the aim of freeing 
two-thirds of the country by the end of the 
year. Five NVA divisions took part, each 
with its own artillery, tank, anti-aircraft, 
and missile units, with Viet Cong regional 
units attacking ARVN rear areas. The 
NVA captured one provincial capital 
Quang Tri -only to lose it later, and the 
offensive was another set-back for the 
North. The NVA alsodid badly at a tactical 
level. At An Loc, for example, the attack 
was opened by a heavy artillery barrage on 
the town, which reduced much of the place 
to rubble and gave ideal cover to the 
defenders. Then, as the Soviet-built T-54 


tanks went in, they were canalized by 
the rubble and then picked off one by one 
by the defenders using LAW (light anti¬ 
tank weapon) missiles. Meanwhile, the 
main body of the NVA infantry formed up 
outside the town where it was devastated 
by B-52 and fighter-bomber strikes. 

By the autumn, there was stalemate: the 
NVA had gained a small amount of terri¬ 
tory but could expand no farther, while the 
ARVN had stopped the invasion but could 
not expel the Communists from the ground 
they had taken. In November, therefore, 
both sides moved towards a political 
settlement and following the renewed 
bombing of the North from 18 to 30 Dec¬ 
ember 1972—the Paris Agreements were 
signed on 27 January 1973. These resulted 
in the complete withdrawal of United 
States and other '"foreign” forces from 
South Vietnam but not of the NVA, 
which expanded apace, especially as the 
cessation of the bombing cut the time 
needed to traverse the Ho Chi Minh Trail 
by 75 percent. 

As South Vietnam's last remaining 
friends deserted her, the NVA stepped up 
the pressure. A general offensive started 
in 1974, involving 13 divisions (160,000 
men) and 600 or more tanks. Once again 
they learned from their mistakes; the 
errors of the 1972 offensive were avoided. 
Steady progress was made; in January 
1975 the first complete province was over¬ 
run (Phuoc Long) and President Thieu 
began to abandon other provinces. The 
steam-roller quickly gathered momentum 
and the NVA soon took to bypassing even 
quite major resistance in its drive for the 
golden prize —Saigon. As the world’s 
attention concentrated first on the 
evacuation of orphans and then on the 
final, undignified withdrawal of United 
States nationals, the tanks of the NVA 
swung into Saigon. At 1215 hours on 30 
April 1975, the Communist flag was hoisted 
over the city—just one week short of the 
twenty-first anniversary of the victory at 
Dien Bien Phu. 


The Viet Cong were 
not victorious 


In the second Vietnam War, the general 
picture propagated in the West was one of 
unremitting pressure hy a well-organized, 
co-ordinated, and popular armed force. 
This was simply not correct; the Com¬ 
munists suffered many setbacks, some of 
them severe. First, from 1954 to 1956 and 
from 1958 to 1960, Diem’s government was 
clearly winning the battle for the people’s 
hearts and minds; there can be no doubt 
that left on their own the indigenous 
southern movement the Viet Cong— 
would have been totally defeated. It was 
only the presence of the NVA which kept 
the war going. Even the battle-hardened 
NVA suffered defeats, and its 1972 cam¬ 
paign following its rapid expansion 
was fumbling and amateurish in both 
concept and execution. Finally, it was a 
straight, conventional, old-fashioned in¬ 
vasion which drove the abandoned ARVN 
into defeat. Perhaps one of the most 
characteristic traits of the VPLA, and its 
successor the NVA, had been the ability 
to make startling errors, but then to 
examine them quite objectively, learn from 
the mistakes, and try not to repeat them. 



1. Framed by their Soviet-type 1 20mm 
mortars. Vietnamese soldiers relax with 
a newspaper. 2. On the way to Saigon. 

1975: the Communist soldier in the 
foreground carries a Soviet RPG-7 anti¬ 
tank grenade launcher. 3—4. Vietnamese 
tankers like this soldier (3) manned 
Soviet- and Chinese-built armor like 
the T-54/55 main battle tank seen here 
(4) en route to Saigon in 1 975. 

5. Vietnamese gunners with Soviet-type 
towed howitzers 6 . A US aircraft falls 
over Hanoi during the "Linebacker" 
raids of 1 972: the US won total air 
supremacy when North Vietnam exhausted 
Its stock of SAMs. 7. Vietnamese anti¬ 
aircraft gunners in training. 
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US Navy and Marine Corps 
operations in Vietnam 

Lt. Col. Lane Rogers, USMC 


I n 1964 the US Navy was conducting 
routine patrols in international waters 
off Southeast Asia, collecting electronic 
and hydrographic data and, specifically, 
observing naval and commercial traffic off 
the North Vietnamese coast. On the 
afternoon of 2 August 1964, the patrolling 
destroyer USS Maddox. 28 miles (52km) 
off the North Vietnamese coast, picked up 
three contacts on her radar. The contacts 
materialized as North Vietnamese torpedo 
boats—closing fast. At a range of 10,000 
yards (9,150m), Maddox fired a warning 
salvo. The North Vietnamese craft con¬ 
tinued to close. At 9,000 yards (8,200m), 
Maddox opened fire. The naval war against 
North Vietnam had begun. 

At this time the North Vietnamese 
Navy (NVN) deployed a number of Soviet- 
or Chinese-built patrol boats of between 
70 and 120 tons displacement. The craft 
concerned in this first attack have been 
tentatively identified as torpedo boats of 
the Soviet P6 type, mounting two 21in 
(533mm) torpedo tubes and four 25mm 
anti-aircraft guns. One of these boats 
fired two torpedoes, but Maddox evaded 
them and turned toward the attackers. 
Four F-8E Crusader fighters from the 
carrier USS Ticonderoga, 160miles(300km) 
away, streaked in and fired all their 20mm 
shells and underwing missiles, leaving one 
torpedo boat dead in the water and burning. 
Within minutes, the surface war in Viet¬ 
nam also became the Navy’s air war. 

Maddox, ordered to break off action, 
resumed patrol. The next day, President 
Johnson warned: ''North Vietnam will be 
under no misapprehension as to the grave 
consequences which will inevitably result 
from further unprovoked military action 
against United States forces.” The de¬ 
stroyer C. Turner Joy reinforced Maddox; 
on 3 August they re-entered the Gulf of 
Tonkin. 


Retaliatory air strikes 
on North Vietnam 


During the night of 4 August, both 
destroyers’ radars picked up suspicious 
surface contacts. The contacts maneuvered 
to take up what appeared to be attack 
positions; Joy and Maddox cleared for 
action, and at 6,000 yards (5,500m) both 
opened fire. Results were inconclusive. 
Again, enemy torpedoes were reported in 
the water, but by midnight, radar contact 
was lost. As has already been mentioned, 
critics of US involvement were to claim 
that the "suspicious contacts” fired upon 
were, in fact, non-existent. In any case, the 
incidents of August 1964 represented the 
NVN's only attempts to engage anti- 
Communist forces at sea. 

On 4 August, the US Joint Chiefs of 
Staff instructed the Seventh Fleet to plan 
retaliatory air strikes. Next day, 64 air- 


Carrier aircraft of the 
US Navy initiated the 
bombing of North Vietnam 
in August 1964 and 
thereafter played a major 
part in “Rolling 
Thunder”. USN ships and 
small craft guarded the 
coasts and inland 
waterways, interdicting 
Viet Cong movement. The 
US Marine Corps’ many 
operations by air, land, 
and sea in 196^71 
included “Dewey Canyon”, 
perhaps the most 
successful regimental- 
size action of the war 


craft from the carriers Ticonderoga and 
Constellation struck North Vietnamese 
naval facilities, claiming hits on 29 ships. 
Smoke from petroleum stores burning at 
Vinh reached 14,000 feet. Two US Navy 
planes were shot down. One pilot was killed 
and the other. Lieutenant (jg) Everett 
Alvarez, was captured; surviving more 
than eight years’ captivity, Alvarez was 
to be the North's longest-held prisoner. 

On the night of 18 September, the de¬ 
stroyers Morton and Parsons fired at four 
radar contacts in Tonkin Gulf. Again, 
results were inconclusive. On the ground, 
such incidents as the Viet Cong attack on 
the US air base at Bien Hoa on 1 November 
and the bombing of the Brink Bachelor 
Officers Quarters in Saigon on 24 December, 
marked an increase in Communist activity. 
Therefore, the US Navy ordered a third 
carrier to "Yankee Station”, a rendezvous 
in the Tonkin Gulf, 75 miles (140km) off the 
North Vietnamese coast. 

The Joint Chiefs of Staff now initiated 
planning for "Operation Flaming Dart” 
— retaliatory air strikes to be executed at 
the discretion of higher authority. The 125 
ships and 64,000 men of the Seventh Fleet 
waited: Task Force 77 (TF 77), comprising 
the attack carriers Coral Sea, //ancoc/e, and 
Ranger, was at readiness on Yankee 
Station. 

Because no Communist aggression was 
expected during Soviet Premier Kosygin’s 
state visit to Hanoi early in February, 
Hancock and Coral Sea were ordered to 
stand down, leaving Ranger on station. As 
the two carriers steamed away, the Viet 
Cong attacked the American billets at 
Pleiku. Coral Sea and Hancock rejoined 
Ranger, and on 7 February 1965 "Flaming 
Dart One” was launched. Forty-five air¬ 
craft from Hancock and Coral Sea ham¬ 
mered Dong Hoi barracks, but weather 


aborted Ranger s strike against Vit Thu 
Lu, near the DMZ. The next day, US Navy 
and South Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) 
planes hit Chap Le barracks, 15 miles 
(28km) north of the DMZ. On 10 February, 
the Communists retaliated by blowing up 
the American enlisted men’s barracks at 
Qui Nhon. The US Navy’s response was 
"Flaming Dart Two”: USN aircraft at¬ 
tacked Chanh Hoa barracks, 35 miles 
(65km) north of the DMZ, while the VNAF 
struck at Vit Thu Lu. 

Meanwhile, US planners proposed 
"Operation Rolling Thunder”, a joint air 
campaign against North Vietnam by both 
American and South Vietnamese air arms. 
Rolling Thunder strikes were to "roll” 
northward from the DMZ toward Hanoi; 
it was anticipated that the North Viet¬ 
namese would seek peace terms when the 
destruction of Hanoi seemed imminent. 
To ensure positive control, coverage 
responsibility, and target analysis for 
Rolling Thunder, North Vietnam was 
divided into seven "Route Packages”. 
Coverage was divided between the Seventh 
Fleet's aircraft. Task Force 77, and the US 
Seventh Air Force. 


Restrictions on the 
bombing campaign 


Rules of engagement dictated by politi¬ 
cal considerations pervaded US military 
efforts in Vietnam—and many of the 
constraints thus imposed were stifling. 
Tactical commanders were bound by 
directives from Washington —and Rolling 
Thunder was no exception. Each strike 
date, mission, and target was specified by 
the Pentagon. Pre-strike reconnaissance 
was not permitted, nor were more than 
two alternate targets allocated. Once air¬ 
craft had attacked, they could not re-arm 
and attack again. Post-strike bombing was 
conducted at medium altitude only, by un¬ 
escorted aircraft. Unexpended ordnance 
must be jettisoned into the sea. Elnemy 
aircraft had to be positively identified 
before engaging. But in spite of these 
restrictions, US military spokesmen as¬ 
serted that Rolling Thunder achieved 
impressive results. 

While Rolling Thunder was being 
planned, another incident confirmed Com¬ 
munist intentions to escalate the conflict. 
On 16 February 1965, A-lH Sky raiders of 
the VNAF strafed a Communist ship 
which beached in Vung Ro Bay, about 50 
miles (90km) north of Cam Ranh Bay. Its 
cargo was found to consist of more than 
100 tons of munitions, convincing Allied 
authorities that a tight offshore patrol was 
needed. Coastal surveillance centers were 
established at Da Nang, Qui Nhon, Nha 
Trang, Vung Tau, and An Thoi, and 
Seventh Fleet's Task Force 71, the Viet¬ 
namese Patrol Force, was established to 
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"From the halls of Montezuma . . to 
the beaches of Da Nang: US Marine 
Corps ground operations in Vietnam 
ranged from close combat (1) — 

1 2,936 Marines were killed in action 
and 88,589 wounded from 1 January 
1961 through 9 December 1972 — to 
(2) amphibious search and destroy miss¬ 
ions. (3) The US Navy patrolled the coasts 
of Southeast Asia, gave fire support, 
provided secure offshore "airfields" 

(4). and policed the waterways of South 
Vietnam with ships and helicopters (5). 
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conduct '"Operation Market Time” to 
counter infiltration. 

Task Force 77 was not the only active 
naval force in Vietnamese waters during 
1965. Since January, US Marines of the 9th 
Marine Expeditionary Brigade (9th MEB), 
in Task Force 76 shipping, had been steam¬ 
ing off South Vietnam, ready to land. At 
the end of February, President Johnson 
decided to land the two-battalion brigade 
to protect Da Nang air base, and at 0903 on 
8 March the first Marines of Battalion 
Landing Team 3/9 (BLT 3/9) stepped ashore. 
That afternoon, the second battalion of the 
brigade began landing at the air base, 
flying in from Okinawa. By 12 March, the 
9th MEB, consisting of BLTs 3/9 and 1/3, 
reinforced, was in position at Da Nang. 

The first Rolling Thunder strikes were 
made on 2 March; by mid-month. Task 
Force 77 carriers were heavily engaged. 
On 15 March, Navy planes seriously 
damaged the North Vietnamese ammuni¬ 
tion depot at Phu Qui. On 18 March, Phu 
Van and Vin Son depots were hit. A 70-plane 
strike concentrated on radar sites on 26 
March, and three days later the Com¬ 
munist’s Bach Long Vi radar and com¬ 
munications center was devastated. Sixty 
Coral Sea and Hancock planes struck the 
radarstationatMuiRonPointon31 March; 
on 3 April, US Navy pilots wrecked the 
Dong Phuong Thong bridge, only 70 miles 
(130km) south of Hanoi. 


Surface-to-air missile 
sites in the North 


From April 1965 onward, with the in¬ 
crease in Allied air activity. North Vietna¬ 
mese unit movements were made in small 
groups; trucks moved at night, stopping 
in villages during daylight. And "the 
rules” forbade US attacks on villages. 
On 5 April an ominous Communist develop¬ 
ment was revealed. A Coral Sea Crusader 
photographed surface-to-air missile (SAM) 
siteconstruction, 15miles(28km)southeast 
of Hanoi. By July, a ring of SAM sites 
surrounded Hanoi and part of Haiphong. 

A third US Marine battalion, BLT 2/3, 
landed at Da Nang on 10 April, and two 
companies were immediately heli-lifted to 
Phu Bai, 42 miles (78km) northwest of 
Da Nang, to defend the airfield there. The 
first Marine fixed-wing squadron. Marine 
Fighter Attack Squadron 531 (VMFA-531), 
flying F-4B Phantoms, had arrived at 
Da Nang on 11 April. On 14 April, BLT 3/4 
arrived and replaced BLT 2/3’s companies 
at Phu Bai. Two Marine enclaves were 
thus established, and by the end of April 
8,878 Marines had landed. 

Aircraft from Coral Sea and Midway 
Marine Fighter Squadron 212 flying from 
Oriskany struck Viet Cong positions in 
April, in conjunction with other Allied 
planes. General Westmoreland was so 
impressed by the efficacy of carrier par¬ 
ticipation that he requested permanent 
assignment of a carrier to support ground 
forces in South Vietnam. On 16 May, one 
of the four Yankee Station carriers was 
detached to "Dixie Station”, 100 miles 
(185km) southeast of Cam Ranh Bay. 
Increased demands on Yankee Station 
carriers resulted in the allocation of a 
fifth carrier to TF 77 on 5 June. 

In a period of three days, 3 to 6 May, 9th 
MEB became III Marine Amphibious 
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Force (III MAF), as it was reinforced by the 
landing of three more battalions at Chu 
Lai, the site of a projected airfield, 55 miles 
(102km) south of Da Nang. By mid-May, 
III MAF consisted of seven infantry bat¬ 
talions, the greater part of an artillery 
regiment, and the advance echelon of the 
1st Marine Aircraft Wing, commanded 
first by Major General Paul J. Fontana 
and then, from 5 June, by Brigadier 
General Keith B. McCutcheon. 

As a peace overture. Rolling Thunder 
was suspended on 12 May, but with no 
Communist response. Bombing was there¬ 
fore renewed on 18 May. To the south, on 
14 May, naval gunfire was authorized for 
support in South Vietnam. 

Six days before the bombing halt. Da 
Nang-based Marine VMFA-531 Phantoms 
flew their first mission over North Vietnam. 
Marine air participation increased; by 
mid-1965, four Marine Aircraft Groups 
(MAGs), two helicopter and two fixed-wing, 
were in South Vietnam. On 1 June, four 
A-4 Skyhawks from VMFA-225 landed 
at Chu Lai. The airfield, a novel Marine 
Corps development — designated Short 
Airfield for Tactical Support (SATS)— 
was in effect an "aircraft carrier” on land, 
complete with catapult and arresting wires 
(although the catapult was not installed 
until 1967, jet-assisted take off being used 
in the interim). Built by laying some 
4,000 feet (1,220m) of aluminum matting 
runways on highly unstable, sandy soil, 
Chu Lai was constructed by almost super¬ 
human effort in only 24 days. 

On 17 June, Phantoms of Midway's 
VF-21 shot down two MiG-17s; on 20 June, 
A-1 Skyraiders ("Spads”) of Midway's 
VA-125 shot down another MiG. Carrier 
operations were not without serious risk. 
A fire in one of Ranger s machinery spaces 
knocked her "off the line” and sent her 
back to the American west coast for repair. 


The US Coast Guard 
in “Market Time” 


On 1 August, MarketTimeresponsibility 
was shifted from Seventh Fleet to Rear 
Admiral Norvell G. Ward, Commander, 
TF 115, Coastal Surveillance Force, and 
also the Chief of the Naval Advisory 
Group. Market Time’s effectiveness was 
increased by the arrival of Coast Guard 
Squadron One with its excellent "Swift” 
class patrol boats. These 50-foot (15.2m) 
diesel-engined craft, radar-directed and 
given fire support by frigates, proved more 
suited to close inshore patrolling than the 
US Navy’s 225-ton (229-tonnes), 164-foot 
(50.1m), combined diesel or gas turbine 
(CODOG) propelled "Asheville” class 
patrol gunboats. A brief experiment was 
also made with the Boeing-built hydrofoil 
Tucumcari (64 tons; 65 tonnes) for inshore 
work. By December 1965, Market Time 
included Lockheed P-3A Orion turbo¬ 
prop patrol planes covering the coast 
from Vung Tau to the 17th Parallel, and 
Martin P-5 Marlin seaplanes, operating 
from tenders, patrolling from Vung Tau to 
Phu Quoc Island off the southern coast of 
Cambodia. Lockheed P2V Neptunes, 
operating from Tan Son Nhut, Saigon, and 
later from Cam Ranh Bay, augmented and 
eventually replaced the Marlins. 

As the Marine enclaves at Phu Bai, 
Da Nang, and Chu Lai expanded, the 1st 
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1. A US Navy helicopter approaches a US 
destroyer while on a search and rescue 
mission, primarily for the recovery of 
downed US aviators, in the Gulf of Tonkin. 

2. "Market Time" surveillance: a US Navy 
Lockheed SP-2H Neptune maritime patrol 
aircraft checks out a junk south of the 
Mouths of the Mekong. 3. A typical 
Riverine Operation and Mobile Riverine 
Base defense system. The barracks and 
supply ships of the Mobile Afloat Force 
(MAP), anchored in the Mobile Riverine 
Base (MRB). are protected afloat by 
patrolling US Navy assault support patrol 
boats (ASPBs) and monitors, and ashore 
by US Army security forces reinforced by 
artillery. The MAF normally conducts 
operations at ranges up to 30 miles 
(50km) from its base. In the operational 
area.(left of diagram) ASPBs provide all¬ 
round security and interdict enemy 
withdrawal by water, while tactical 
aircraft and armed helicopters provide 

air cover. From the Fire Support Base, 
artillery provides continuous fire support, 
j One element of the Assault Force is 

landed from armored troop carriers (ATCs) 
while another is heli-lifted to set up a 
Blocking Force interdicting enemy with¬ 
drawal by land. ASPBs and monitors 
protect the ATCs and provide close-in fire 
support. A group of ATCs. including a 
floating aid station, constitutes a Ready 
Reaction Force. A battalion-strength MAF 
can conduct an operation over an area of 
some 1 5 square miles (40km ) over a 
period of four to six days, before being met 
and withdrawn by boats or helicopters. 

4. An F-4 Phantom II of USS Enterprise 
circles above the aircraft carrier. 
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Viet Cong Regiment was reported to be con¬ 
centrating on the Van Tuong peninsula, 
some 15 miles (28km) south of Chu Lai. On 6 
August, III MAP commander Lieutenant 
General Lewis W. Walt received per¬ 
mission to take offensive action. General 
Westmoreland authorized ''Operation 
Satelite”, but a clerk’s error caused by a 
lighting failure resulted in "Starlite” 
being typed instead of "Satelite” through¬ 
out the order. Too late to change the name, 
"Starlite” jumped-off on 18 August. The 
1st VC Regiment was badly mauled in the 
next six days as it fought to break through 
the encircling 7th Marines. The first 
regimental-size Marine operation of the 
war resulted in 614 dead Viet Cong; 45 
MarineM were killed. 


“Iron Hand” strikes 
at the SAM sites 


Losses of aircraft over North Vietnam to 
SAMs resulted in the implementation, on 
12 August, of a plan codenamed "Iron 
Hand”—with the SAM sites as its objec¬ 
tive. The night before, one Midway A-4 
had been shot down by a SAM, and another 
damaged. Finding the sites was tedious, 
and it was not until 17 October that US 
Navy aircraft armed with anti-radiation 
missiles scored their first Iron Hand 
victory, smashing a SAM complex near 
Kep airfield. Iron Hand tactics paralleled 
those of the US Air Force's "Wild Weasel”, 
described earlier. 

The Viet Cong struck back on the night 
of 27-28 October, when Communistsappers 
covered by mortars blew up 24 helicopters 
and damaged 23 more at Marble Mountain 
Marine helicopter base south of Da Nang, 
losing 46 men in the attack, while another 
VC raiding party destroyed two Marine 
Skyhawks and damaged six at Chu Lai. 

On 18 December, Task Force 116, the 
River Patrol Force known as "Game 
Warden", was established under the com¬ 
mand of Chief, Naval Advisory Group, 
Vietnam. Game Warden craft patrolled 
the Mekong Delta and the Rung Sat, the 
swampy area between Saigon and the sea. 
The River Patrol Force operated specially- 
built 32-foot (9.8m), 8-ton (8-tonnes) fiber¬ 
glass river patrol boats, drawing only 1 
foot (0.305m) and capable of 25 knots 
(28.75mph; 46.25kph), as well as converted 
landing craft and purpose-built welded- 
steel assault patrol boats. Some 50 feet 
(15.2m) long and capable of 14 knots (16.1 
mph; 25.9kph), the latter mounted a formid¬ 
able armament, including 81mm mortars, 
20mm cannon, and flamethrowers. 

Another naval highlight of December 
1965 was the arrival of the 75,700-ton USS 
Enterprise, with a capacity of 80 to 100 
aircraft; the first combat deployment of a 
nuclear-powered carrier. By the end of 
1965, US Navy pilots had logged 56,888 
sorties over Vietnam. 

On 6 December, Marine pilots joined 
"Steel Tiger”, an operation aimed at the 
interdiction of VC supply routes in Laos. 
Pilots from Da Nang and Chu Lai flew 140 
strikes against Laotian targets during the 
month. 

In January 1966, the Marines’ Com¬ 
bined Action Program (CAP), originated 
in the Phu Bai area, was extended to the 
Da Nang region. The CAP tactical unit, 
the Combined Action Company, consisted 



of a squad of Marine volunteers serving in 
each of the five platoons of local Popular 
Forces (PF) companies. Pacification at the 
"grass roots” level was one of the most 
successful Marine ventures of the war, 
blending Marine know-how with PF local 
knowledge and skills. 

During January, the four battalions of 
Marine Task Force Delta joined the US 
Army’s 1st Air Cavalry Division in "Oper¬ 
ation Double Eagle”, aimed at the 325A 
NVA Division which had concentrated in 
the area of South Vietnam’s I and II Corps 
boundary. In mid-February the Marines 
moved back into the Que Son valley to 
combat the 36th NVA Regiment and the 
reconstituted 1st VC Regiment. Allied 
units killed 2,389 Communists in follow-up 
operations. 

A 37-day bombing halt was proclaimed at 
Christmas 1965, and Rolling Thunder did 
not resume until 31 January. Hanoi took 
advantage of this "peaceful” gesture to 
set up 20 radar installations, more SAM 
sites, and some 400 anti-aircraft gun 
positions. In February, the US Navy began 
an air-dropped mining campaign against 
North Vietnam. The increase in air activity 
caused shortages: atsea,TF77 was running 
low on munitions, while aircraft losses 
were^increasing. In March, 11 US aircraft 
were lost over North Vietnam; 21 more 
went down in April. 

Rear Admiral Ward, the Chief, Naval 
Advisory Group, became Commander, 
Naval Forces, Vietnam (ComNavForV) 
on 1 April 1966, commanding both Market 
Time and Game Warden. The latter opera¬ 
tion was expanding rapidly; the first per¬ 
sonnel arrived in February, as did the first 
Navy, Sea, Air, Land (SEAL) platoon, con¬ 
sisting of counter-insurgency specialists. 
In May, two Bell SK-5 air-cushion vehicles 
(ACVs) joined to add flexibility, as well as 
to test hovercraft-types in combat. 


Victory at An Hoa: 
mutiny at Da Nang 


In March, the combined US Marine and 
ARVN operations codenamed "Utah/ 
Lien Ket 26”, northwest of Quang Ngai 
city, and "Texas/Lien Ket 28’', in relief of 
the besieged ARVN outpost at An Hoa, 
killed 1,029 Communists, but these vic¬ 
tories were overshadowed by internal 
disorders in South Vietnam. In the spring, 
as has already been described, Saigon, 
Da Nang, and Hue were torn by open 
rebellion as Buddhist factions challenged 
the government. At Da Nang, the inter¬ 
necine struggle was put down by Viet¬ 
namese Marines, but not before US Marines 
had forced rebel ARVN troops to back 
down at the Thanh Quit bridge, south of 
Da Nang, on 9 April. Later, on 18 May, 
General Walt was forced to take action 
against another dissident leader who 
threatened to blow up the Da Nang River 
bridge. The troubles were over by late May. 

In March, two-thirds of the 1st Marine 
Division, commanded by Major General 
Lewis J. Fields at Chu Lai, was assigned to 
operate in Quang Tin and Quang Ngai 
provinces, while the 3d Marine Division, 
commanded by Major General Wood B. 
Kyle, covered the Da Nang-Phu Bai region. 
Meanwhile, the North Vietnamese 324B 
Division crossed the DMZ into northern 
Quang Tri province, the concentration 



Vietnam 1964^1973: 

The War at Sea 

1964 

2 August: "Tonkin Gulf Incident": USS 
Maddox attacked by North Vietnamese 
torpedo boats 

4 August: USS C. Tt/rner Joy similarly 
attacked 

5 August: Aircraft from USS 
Ticonderoga and Constellation attack 
North Vietnamese naval bases and 
other military targets in retaliation 

1965 

7 February: Carrier aircraft of US 
Seventh Fleet make their first large- 
scale strikes against ground targets in 
North Vietnam 

1966 

c. June: US Navy's Task Force 11 5 
("Market Time") begins patrolling 
coastal areas to prevent resupply of 
Viet Cong and North Vietnamese forces 
by sea 

1968 

30 September: USS New Jersey, the 
world's last active battleship, begins 
bombardment of Communist positions 
in and near the DMZ, firing 3,000 + 
rounds of 1 Gin (406mm) and c.7,000 
rounds of Gin (1 27mm) in October- 
November 

1969 

April-May: New Jersey returns to the 
United States; decommissioned in 
August 

1970 

21-22 November: Aircraft from USS 
Ranger and Hancock make first carrier 
strikes on North Vietnam since October 
1968 

1972 

3 April: USS Kitty Hawk is first of four 
additional carriers to join the two 
operational off Vietnam, by October, 
Seventh Fleet is operating Midway. 
America. Kitty Hawk. Saratoga. 
Oriskany. and Enterprise simultaneously 
15 April: US carrier aircraft strike 
Haiphong, damaging Soviet freighters 

7 7 May: Following announcement by 
President Nixon on 8 May, Seventh 
Fleet establishes close blockade of 
North Vietnam, whose harbors are 
mined 

1973 

Following the ceasefire 
agreement of January, the last US 
troops leave Vietnam- 
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1. A USMC 10Smnn howitzer provides 
artillery support for a Mobile Afloat 
Force search and destroy operation 
southeast of Saigon. 2. A US Navy 
Patrol Air Cushion Vehicle (PACV) in 
the Mekong Delta: two Bell SK-5 ACVs 
were sent to Vietnam in May 1 966. 

3. "Operation Game Warden": a USAF 


Kaman HH-43 Huskie rescue helicopter 
hovers above a River Patrol Boat. Mk 
II. of Task Force 11 6 on the Bassac 
River, 4. A Vought F-8 Crusader of 
Marine Fighter Squadron. All-Weather. 
31 2 prepares to strike at a Viet Cong 
mortar position, in support of Marine 
ground troops. 





becoming known in July. At this stage, the 
III MAF’s ground war became two distinct 
campaigns: the 3d Marine Division’s 
tactical war in the relatively unpopulated 
northern I Corps area, and the 1st Marine 
Division’s pacification operation south 
from Da Nang. 

On 18 April 1966, two A-6A Intruders 
from the carrier Kitty Hawk made a spec¬ 
tacular night raid on the Uongbi power 
plant near Haiphong. All 26 of the 1,000- 
pound (455kg) bombs dropped hit the 
target; one-third of North Vietnam’s 
electric power production was knocked 
out. The Rolling Thunder route packages 
were now redesignated as six areas; the 
coastal regions were permanently assigned 
totheUSNavy,whiletheAirForcecovered 
the interior. On 29 June, destruction of the 
Communists’ petroleum supply capacity 
began. US naval aircraft raiding Haiphong 
fuel storage installations on 29 June and 
7 July caused fires which sent smoke up to 
20,000 feet. 

On 15 July, "Operation Hastings” 
launched seven US Marine and five ARVN 
battalions against the 324B NVA Division 
in Quang Tri province. US Marines oc¬ 
cupied the ”Rockpile”, a 700-foot (215m) 
pinnacle which afforded excellent observa¬ 
tion of west-central Quang Tri province. 
Operation Hastings precipitated sharp 
actions against North Vietnamese regu¬ 
lars. When the operation ended, on 3 
August, three US Marine battalions re¬ 
mained in the area to continue to seek out 
and engage NVA regulars. This operation, 
codenamed "Prairie”, was not completed 
until 31 May 1967. 

Paralleling Rolling Thunder, the US 
Navy initiated '’Operation Sea Dragon” 
surface operations against North Viet¬ 
namese coastal traffic —on 25 October 
1966. Sea Dragon was limited to below 
17 30' North, and the "rules” prohibited 
engaging vessels involved in non-military 
activities. Shore bombardment was 
3 authorized only in self-defense. On 11 
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November, the limit was moved up to 18 
North, hut the enemy responded by con¬ 
centrating coastal artillery in the Sea 
Dragon zone. Seventh Fleet reacted by 
moving the limit up to 20 North on 27 
February 1967. 

In October, the ”Seawolves”, detach¬ 
ments of US Navy Helicopter Support 
Squadron One, joined Game Warden. The 
Seawolves, flying Bell UH-1 Iroquois 
helicopters (often called ''Hueys”) in 
two unit fire teams, added a new and 
deadly dimension to the patrol. By Dec¬ 
ember, 40 Game Warden river patrol boats 
were operating in Rung Sat waterways; 
80 more patrolled the Mekong Delta. 

Although carrier operations were be¬ 
coming increasingly efficient, a tragedy 
marked the fall of 1966. In August, Dixie 
Station was secured: it was decided that 
in-country air facilities could fulfill local 
requirements, and so Task Force 77 con¬ 
centrated its carriers on Yankee Station. 
On 26 October, a magnesium flare started a 
fire on the veteran conventionally-powered 
carrier Oriskany which killed 44 Navy 
men and injured 38. Oriskany went back to 
the American west coast for repair. 

In 1967, Admiral Ulysses S. Grant Sharp, 
Commander in Chief, Pacific, recom¬ 
mended that six basic targets in North 
Vietnam (electric power; war support 
industry; transportation support: military 
complexes; petroleum storage; and air 
defense) should be approved as target 
packages. His appeal resulted in some 
lifting of target restrictions, but Washing¬ 
ton continued the practice of piecemeal 
target approval. 

Meanwhile, the US Marines in I Corps 
area were killing Communists. ''Operation 
Prairie I”, around Con Thien and Gio Linh, 
ended on 31 January; 1,397 dead NVA were 
reported. In the follow-on, "Prairie H”, 
the 3d Marine Division claimed another 
639 NVA victims. The first battle of Khe 
Sanh ended on 12 13 May and the Marines 
moved into the offensive. To the south, the 
1st Marine Division’s "Operations Union 
I and 11” claimed 2,250 Communist dead. 

In February 1967, both Market Time and 
Game Warden became separate, individual 
commands under ComNavForV. Anothei' 
force was added on 28 February: the 
Riverine Assault Force, TF 117, was 
activated to carry the ground war into the 
Delta and Rung Sat marshes. 

In the air, the Navy launched its first 
"Walleye” bomb attack against Sam Son 
barracks, North Vietnam, on 11 March. 
The television-guided Walleye scored a 
perfect hit, entering a window of the 
building. 

Lieutenant General Robert E. Cushman, 
Jr., relieved General Walt as III MAF 
commander on 1 June. Within a month, 
fierce fighting broke out around Con 
Thien, where the enemy made base defense 
more difficult by introducing 122mm and 
140mm rockets. An attack on 2 3 July cost 
the Americans 51 dead, 34 missing, and 
170 wounded, in spite of support from the 
air and from naval gunfire; VC dead were 
estimated at 65 or more, with a further 150 
claimed killed in another attack on 6 July. 
The 3d Marine Division’s "Operation 
Buffalo”, near the DMZ in July, claimed 
another 1,281 NVA; "Kingfisher”, which 
lasted through October, reported 1,117 
NVA killed. 


Aircraft from Kitty Hawk and Bonne 
Homme Richard badly damaged the Hanoi 
thermal power plant on 19 May, shooting 
down four MiGs during the raid. Again, on 
21 July, "Bonnie Dick” pilots raiding the 
Ta Xa petroleum storage area shot down 
three MiGs and claimed a "probable” 
fourth in seven minutes. 

On 29 July tragedy struck US forces 
again: the carrier Forrestal was crippled 
by fire after a rocket was accidentally 
fired on the flight deck. Twenty-one 
planes were destroyed, 134 crewmen died, 
and Forrestal required seven months for 
repair. In the same month, an estimated 
233 SAMs were launched by the Com¬ 
munists—but of the 19 Navy planes lost, 
most fell to anti-aircraft guns. In August, 
249 SAMs were fired, including a record 
80 on the 24th, bringing down six Navy 
aircraft; anti-aircraft batteries claimed 
10 more. 



Khe Sanh and the 
Tet offensive 


The siege of Con Thien, called "Little 
Dien Bien Phu” by pressmen, lifted as 
Marine operations "Scotland” and "Ken¬ 
tucky” began in the Khe Sanh/Con Thien 
regions on 1 November. The first Marine 
general died in Vietnam on 14 November, 
when the 3d Marine Division commander. 
Major General Bruno A. Hochmuth, was 
killed when his UH-lE helicopter ex¬ 
ploded. The command passed to Major 
General Rathvon McC, Tompkins. Around 
this time, US Navy Game Warden units 
moved to I Corps area to set up "Operation 
Clearwater”, for the protection and co¬ 
ordination of traffic on the Perfume and 
Cua Viet Rivers, essential supply routes 
to Dong Ha and Hue. 

For a brief period in September, Hai¬ 
phong could deploy no SAMs and had no 
anti-aircraft ammunition, but bad weather 
covered North Vietnamese resupply 
operations. As adverse weather continued 
into October, US Navy aircraft were next 
given the task of attacking boat-building 
yards and rail-roads in November. Hanoi 
had by now established the heaviest anti¬ 
aircraft defenses in history: 15 operational 
SAM complexes and 560 guns, with MiG 
interceptors deployed nearby. It has been 
estimated that more than 670 US aircraft 
had been lost to all causes over North 
Vietnam by the end of 1967. 

A 36-hour stand-down took place on 
New Year’s Day 1968, but another 
scheduled for Tet, 27 January to 3 February 
1968, was canceled - by Communist ag¬ 
gression. The second battle of Khe Sanh 
began on 20 January, and on the 29th the 
Communists launched the nation-wide 
Tet offensive in South Vietnam. 

While US Navy pilots operated in foul 
weather over Vietnam, US Marines on the 
ground were fighting to retake Hue, block 
by block. By 2 March, three US Marine 
and 13 South Vietnamese Army and 
Marine battalions had regained the ruined 
city, almost completely wiping out an 
estimated eight to eleven NVA battalions 
in the process; 5,113 Communists were 
claimed killed. 

Near the DMZ, US Navy pilots flew 
1,500 sorties in support of the Marines at 
Khe Sanh during February, and another 
1.600in March. On 31 March 1968, President 


United States Marine Corps 
Losses in Vietnam 

Personnel (1962-1972) 

1 2.936 killed. 88.594 wounded. 

26 captured 

Aircraft (to October 1970) 

252 helicopters lost in combat. 1 73 
fixed-wing aircraft lost in combat. 

1 72 helicopters lost during operations. 
81 fixed-wing aircraft lost _ 
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1, To fulfil its varied missions, 
the US Navy used the most sophistic¬ 
ated weapons — and the most primitive: 
Lieutenant Commander Donald D. 
Sheppard, commanding River Division 51. 
aims a flaming arrow at a bamboo hut 
concealing a fortified Viet Cong 
bunker on the Bassac River. 2. An 
accident triggers fires and explos¬ 
ions on the flight deck of USS 
Forrestai on 29 July 1 967: crewmen 
fight to control a conflagration that 
lasted 1 8 hours, destroyed 21 aircraft, 
and killed 1 34 men. 3, Twin .30- 
caliber machine guns aboard a USN 
Bell UH-1 B Iroquois helicopter fire 
on Viet Cong positions in the Mekong 
Delta. 4. The US Navy's SEAL (sea- 
air-land) teams specialized in un¬ 
conventional and para-military oper¬ 
ations: here. SEALS descend from a 
hovering "Huey” to set up a jungle 
ambush. 5. By late 1 967, Hanoi was 
guarded by the heaviest anti-aircraft 
defenses in history: a battery of AAA 
in the North Vietnamese capital. 

6. Craft of USN River Assault Flotilla I 
are led by a monitor—an armored gun¬ 
boat mounting 20mm and 40mm guns and 
81 mm direct fire mortars. 7. On patrol 
in the Tonkin Gulf in December 1 967, 
the guided missile destroyer USS Lynde 
McCormick comes under fire from 
North Vietnamese shore batteries. 
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Johnson announced the halt of bombing 
north of the 20th Parallel; in October, he 
ordered the cessation of all attacks on 
North Vietnam. The naval air war against 
North Vietnam was over for the time 
being—although it would begin later in 
the form of retaliatory strikes. 

Khe Sanh was relieved by "Operation 
Pegasus—a joint US Marine/US Army/ 
ARVN effort —on 12 April. Pegasus was 
followed in the same area by "Scotland 11", 
which did not end until February 1969, by 
which time the Marines claimed to have 
killed 3,921 of the enemy. The 320th NVA 
Division attacked units of the 3d Marine 
Division at Dong Ha on 29 April and 
heavy fighting continued through May. In 
the course of 1968, such major Marine 
operations as "Lancaster 11"," JebStuart", 
"Napoleon/Saline", "Pegasus", "Allen 
Brook", and "MamelukeThrust", resulted 
in the deaths of an estimated 13,353 VC 
andNVA. 


Final US operations in 
Southeast Asia 


On 30 September 1968, the battleship 
New Jersey — the last ship of her type to see 
action—arrived, opening fire with her 
16-inch (406mm) guns at targets northwest 
of Con Thien. In November, the Marines 
began their Accelerated Pacification Pro¬ 
gram, "Operation Meade River", to win 
back territory lost during theTet offensive. 
When Meade River ended on 9 December, 
1,210 enemy had been flushed out and 
killed. 

The US Navy turned over 7.7 million 
dollars’ worth of riverine assault craft to 
the South Vietnamese Navy on 1 February 
1969. A year later, there were virtually no 
USNavy combat craft in South Vietnamese 
waters; 242 Game Warden and Market 
Time patrol craft had been relinquished 
to the South Vietnamese. 

During the period 22 January to 19 
March 1969, III MAF Marines executed 
perhaps the most successful regimental- 
size action of the war, "Operation Dewey 
Canyon", in the Da Krong valley, Quang 
Tri province. The last of the major Marine 
operations, Dewey Canyon killed 1,617 
NVA and resulted in the capture of large 
quantities of arms and ammunition. 

On 8 June 1969, President Nixon an¬ 
nounced the first US troop withdrawal, and 
"the newsreel started running backward". 
The 9th Marines left Vietnam in July, the 
3d Marines in October, and the 3d Marine 
Division was gone by 30 November. The 
phase-down continued as the war was 
"Vietnamized". 

On 1 April 1971, thelast US Navy combat 
force in Vietnam, Light Attack Squadron 
Four—equipped with the first purpose- 
designed counter-insurgency light armed 
reconnaissance aircraft, the North Ameri¬ 
can Rockwell OV-10 Bronco, acquired 
from the Marine Corps in 1968 —left the 
country. Thirteen days later, the head¬ 
quarters of 111 MAF, 1st Marine Division, 
and 1st Marine Aircraft Wing left Da 
Nang. All that remained was the 3d Marine 
Amphibious Brigade. Ground and air 
operations ceased on 7 May, and by 26 
July 1971, 3d MAB was gone too. Only a 
handful of US Marines remained in 
Vietnam, as artillery observers, advisers, 
and embassy guards. 
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1. US Marines are carried up the 
Saigon River by US Navy River Patrol 
Boats. 2. Two F-4B Phantoms of 1st 
Marine Aircraft Wing en route from Da 
Nang in January 1 969 to support 
Marines on the ground in northern 
I Corps zone, where the 1 6-month 
"Operation Kentucky", around Con Thien. 
ended on 28 February. 3. Ammunition 
dumps were vulnerable to terrorist 
attack—and accident; here. III Marine 
Amphibious Force's dump blows 
up in March 1969. 4. USMC Bell UH-1 E 
Hueys touch down with their loads at 
a fire support base (FSB) of the 9th 
Marines; a typical FSB comprised a 
battery of 105mm and 1 55mm howitzers 
and 4.2in mortars, an infantry battal¬ 
ion command post, a logistic support 
area, and an aid station. 5. A Vought 
A-7A Corsair II attack bomber pre¬ 
pares to launch from the carrier USS 
Constellation. 6 . Men of the 1 st 
Marine Division cool off in a stream. 

7. USS New Jersey, last battleship of 
the US Navy to see action, fires her 
huge 1 6in (406mm) guns in May 
1 968, New Jersey fired 3,61 5 1 6in 
shells and nearly 11,000 5in in bom¬ 
bardment missions off North Vietnam 
from September 1 968 to March 1 969. 
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The in-country enemy: 
battle with the Viet Cong 

Charles B. MacDonald 


A t the beginning of 1967, the North 
Vietnamese still continued to increase 
their strength in the DMZ, bringing in 
more and more artillery. Because the 
DMZ, created by the Geneva Agreements 
of 1954, had so far been held more or less 
inviolable by both sides, the US State 
Department was reluctant to grant ap¬ 
proval for American and South Viet¬ 
namese operations there, despite clear 
evidence of North Vietnamese violations. 
That reluctance was based on the long- 
held concern that any broadening of the 
conflict might bring Chinese Communist 
intervention. 

General Westmoreland at first could 
obtain approval only to return artillery 
fire when fired upon. Not until February 
1967, when enemy shelling had reached 
serious proportions, did the State Depart¬ 
ment sanction pre-emptive fire, including 
air strikes, against North Vietnamese 
artillery positions in the DMZ. It took 
even longer for Westmoreland to get 
approval for American and South Viet¬ 
namese ground troops to enter the DMZ. 
Even then, at first, they could do so only 
in pursuit of enemy forces encountered 
south of the Zone. That concession carried 
the additional restriction that pursuit 
must stop at the 17th Parallel that divided 
the Zone, roughly along the course of the 
Ben Hai River. 

As post-war evidence revealed, the 
State Department’s concern over China 
was probably groundless. Contrary to the 
American view. North Vietnamese leaders, 
while pleading for and welcoming military 
assistance from other Communist coun¬ 
tries, consistently refused to follow their 
benefactors’ advice. In Moscow and the 
Communist East European capitals^if 
not in Peking North Vietnamese viola¬ 
tion of the DMZ provoked marked concern. 
It was feared that the United States would 
react violently to such obvious infringe¬ 
ment of an international agreement— 
perhaps even to the point of employing 
tactical nuclear weapons. There was, 
reputedly, immense relief in the Commu¬ 
nist camp when American reaction show¬ 
ed restraint. 


Communist build-up in 
the northern provinces 


Convinced that major North Vietnamese 
operations were imminent in the northern¬ 
most provinces, General Westmoreland 
provided the US Marines with powerful 
fire support from two battalions of US 
Army 175mm guns, with a range of up to 
20 miles (32km). He also ordered construc¬ 
tion of a new airfield far to the north near 
Quang Tri city, capital of Quang Tri 
province; directed upgrading of the exist¬ 
ing air strip at Khe Sanh; and afforded the 
III Marine Amphibious Force commander, 


striking across the 
Demilitarized Zone, North 
Vietnamese units 
threatened US strongholds 
in the northern 
provinces in 1967. The 
advance was stemmed. 
Farther south US and ARVN 
forces attacked the Viet 
Cong infrastructure in 
months-long operations, 
while the Riverine Force 
interdicted Communist 
activity in the Mekong 
Delta. But in America 
there was mounting 
criticism of the way 
the war was being handled 

General Walt, priority on strikes by B-52 
bombers. As further preparation for battle, 
he instructed his chief of staff, Major 
General William B. Rosson, to form a 
head-quarters known as 'Task Force 
Oregon”, which would eventually absorb 
three separate US Army infantry bri- 
gades'to form the 23d (Americal) Infantry 
Division and assume responsibility for 
the southern provinces of the I Corps area, 
thus enabling General Walt to move his 
Marines farther north. 

Quang Tri province provided sharp 
contrasts in terrain: towering forested 
mountains in the west gradually sloping 
down to foothills, and to flat, sandy coastal 
plains. Winding valleys led through the 
mountains from the Khe Sanh area down 
to the plain near Quang Tri city and, 
farther south in Thua Thien province, to 
the city of Hue. South of Hue, the moun¬ 
tains extended to the South China Sea. 
Thus, the two northernmost provinces 
were effectively separated from the rest of 
South Vietnam, except for the link pro¬ 
vided across a high ridge by the Hai Van 
Pass, through which National Route I 
crossed the mountains near the sea. West¬ 
moreland believed that the North Viet¬ 
namese were intent on overrunning the 
two northernmost provinces before they 
would consider any agreement to nego¬ 
tiate. 

In late March 1967, the North Viet¬ 
namese apparently reached the point in 
their build-up when they were ready to 
strike. On 20 March, North Vietnamese 
artillery fired more than 1,000 rounds 
against South Vietnamese troops and US 
Marines manning two of the forward 
strongpoints below the DMZ, Con Thien 
and Gio Linh. A few days later the North 
Vietnamese ambushed a Marine convoy; 
while patrols centering on various points, 
including Khe Sanh, triggered sharp 


reactions from the North Vietnamese. 

On the morning of 24 April, a Marine 
platoon patrolling some five miles (8km) 
northwest of KheSanh had asharpengage- 
ment with a large NVA force. That set off 
what became known as the "hill fights”, 
centering on three peaks designated, from 
their height in meters, Hills 861,881 South, 
and 881 North. Contingents of a North 
Vietnamese division had occupied the 
hills, apparently as a preliminary to 
attacking the combat base at Khe Sanh. 
Supported by US Marine Corps fighter- 
bombers and by 175mm fire, the Marines 
gradually fought their way up the steep 
slopes and, in some of the fiercest fighting 
of the war, eventually secured the three 
peaks and there established outposts 
protecting Khe Sanh. 

For the moment, that action brought 
relative calm to Khe Sanh; but the fighting 
shifted elsewhere, in particular to the 
forward base at Con Thien. There occurred 
one of the few instances in Vietnam when 
American troops were subj ected to artillery 
fire comparable to that experienced during 
World War II and the Korean War. Al¬ 
though the North Vietnamese clearly 
intended an assault on Con Thien, pre¬ 
emptive air strikes, artillery fire, and 
forays from the base by Marines com¬ 
panies and battalions, hampered the 
enemy’s troop concentration. 


The strategic value 
of Con Thien 


American newsmen unsympathetic to 
the war began to describe Con Thien as 
"an American Dien Bien Phu”, implying 
that there was little point in holding on to 
that miserably small piece of ground at 
the possible risk of heavy losses. Yet to 
Generals Walt (who relinquished com¬ 
mand of III MAF to Lieutenant General 
Robert E. Cushman, Jr., on 1 June) and 
Westmoreland there seemed little likeli¬ 
hood, in view of American firepower, that 
Con Thien would prove a debacle. Further, 
if the Marines fell back from Con Thien and 
other forward bases, the enemy would 
simply move forward and attack the next 
line of outposts thereby coming closer to 
the Communists’ apparent objective of 
occupying the two northern provinces. 

As the fight continued, the commander 
of the US Seventh Air Force, General 
William M. Momyer, developed a system 
for coordinating heavy firepower for the 
defense of Con Thien. Creating a forward 
headquarters, he employed the full spec¬ 
trum of fire support—tactical aircraft 
(both US Air Force and US Marine Corps), 
naval gunfire, and B-52s, in close co¬ 
ordination with artillery and other ground 
fire—to strike enemy concentrations re¬ 
ported by various intelligence sources. 
This measure severely limited the ability 
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1. Tactical air support missions, as 
seen here, played a vital part in base 
defense, striking enemy artillery and 
breaking up troop concentrations. 

2. Men of the US 1 73d Airborne Brigade 
—who made the only sizable paratroop 
drop of the war during "Operation 
Junction City" early in 1 967—move 
into action. 3. A US Army M107 self- 
propelled gun In action: the gun 
throws a 147lb (55kg) HE shell 

to a maximum range of 35.870yds 
(32.785m). 
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of the North Vietnamese to mass for 
ground attacks at Con Thien; those attacks 
that did develop were relatively feeble. By 
mid-autumn 1967, the siege of Con Thien— 
if such it could be called—was at an end. 
The North Vietnamese withdrew to re¬ 
build their forces for other attacks— 
perhaps for another blow at Khe Sanh. 

Elsewhere in South Vietnam the influx 
of American forces began to allow the 
major operations that Westmoreland had 
long planned. Some, such as "'Operation 
Fairfax’", carried out in the midst of a 
dense cluster of villages and hamlets in the 
immediate environs of Saigon and involv¬ 
ing an American brigade operating with a 
South Vietnamese Ranger group, lasted 
for weeks or months. Fairfax consisted 
primarily of ambushes and saturation 
patrolling particularly at night, to inter¬ 
dict Viet Cong movement and prevent the 
Communists from recruiting among or 
terrorizing the people. In a similar oper- 
' ation, the 1st Cavalry Division returned 
to Binh Dinh province where the Viet Cong, 
earlier driven out, had returned with a 
North Vietnamese regiment in support. 
Another extended operation took place in 
the Rung Sat, an inhospitable expanse of 
mangrove swamps near the mouth of the 
Saigon River, almost completely inun¬ 
dated at high tide. Units operating there 
had to rotate almost every day to allow the 
men to dry out, lest skin diseases and a 
malady known as "immersion foot” should 
incapacitate them. 


“Cedar Falls” sweep 
of the Iron Triangle 

Other operations involved multiple units 
and required the same careful preparation 
and coordination essential to conventional 
military operations. One of the first was 
"Operation Cedar Falls", a sweep by two 
American divisions, an airborne brigade, 
an armored cavalry regiment, and a South 
Vietnamese division, into a region known 
as the "Iron Triangle”. This was a60-square 
mile (160 sq km) stretch of jungle, rice 
paddy, and isolated villages along the 
Saigon River, some 20 miles (32km) north 
of Saigon in Binh Duong province, long a 
Viet Cong stronghold and a base for 
terrorist operations against the capital. 
Cedar Falls began with a surprise landing 
by a battalion of the 1st Infantry Division, 
lifted by 60 helicopters, in the center of the 
village of Ben Sue, considered the nexus of 
enemy defenses in the region. In order to 
achieve surprise, American commanders 
had not informed South Vietnamese of¬ 
ficials of the landing, lest Viet Cong 
sympathizers pass the word. As a result, the 
unexpected refugee problem that was 
quickly created taxed the facilities of the 
provincial chief. For several days, until 
shelter could be prepared and food supplied, 
the refugees lived under harsh conditions 
in full view of American newsmen, whose 
dispatches were sharply critical. 

The other American units engaged 
virtually surrounded the Iron Triangle, 
although the cordon could be but loosely 
drawn and the number of Viet Cong killed, 
some 750, was relatively small. The basic 
aim was to eliminate the Iron Triangle as a 
base—and to accomplish that, the people 
had to be relocated away from their vil¬ 
lages, and their houses destroyed. Lacking 


the capability to level the jungle entirely, 
bulldozers cut wide swaths through it, so 
that Viet Cong movement across these 
lanes could be detected. Although the Viet 
Cong later returned to the Iron Triangle, 
the relocation of population made the area 
a "free fire zone” into which artillery and 
air strikes could be directed without 
concern for civilian casualties. Rome 
plows subsequently completed the job 
of leveling the entire region, and the Iron 
Triangle was never again a secure sanc¬ 
tuary for the VC. 1 


A thrust at 

Communist headquarters 


In "Operation Junction City”, lasting 
from late February into May, 22 American 
battalions and 4 South Vietnamese bat¬ 
talions, more than 25,000 troops, made 
another foray into War Zone C, centering 
in Tay Ninh province near the Cambodian 
border. Their mission was to destroy Viet 
Cong bases and, if possible, capture 
COSVN, the headquarters of the Central 
Office for South Vietnam and the North 
Vietnamese Communist Party’s instru¬ 
ment for military and political control in 
South Vietnam. American and South 
Vietnamese troops formed an immense 
horseshoe about three sides of War Zone C. 
As they began to press inward, a battalion 
of the 173d Airborne Brigade, in the only 
sizable parachute drop of the war, jumped 
into the open end of the horseshoe at 
Katum. Close on 3,000 enemy dead were 
claimed; but many, along with the COSVN 
headquarters, escaped into Cambodia. 

General Westmoreland meanwhile 
planned to commit American troops to the 
provinces of the IV Corps zone in the 
Mekong Delta. Because that was the 
country’s most populous region, Ameri¬ 
can officials had long been wary of sending 
US troops there lest their presence exacer¬ 
bate the traditional xenophobia of the 
South Vietnamese. However, after an 
American battalion had operated near 
Saigon in Long An province, a region 
similar to the Mekong Delta, without 
undue reaction among the population, 
Westmoreland considered such fears un¬ 
realistic. The presence of American units 
in Long An appeared to raise the morale of 
South Vietnamese troops —while US civic 
action projects, such as medical and dental 
clinics, school and market construction, 
well-digging, and bridge-building, ap¬ 
peared to encourage the people to support 
the Saigon government. 

Thus, plans were made to introduce an 
American infantry division into IV Corps 
zone. Two brigades of the division would 
operate as traditional ground troops; but 
the third would cooperate with a fleet of 
US Navy accommodation ships, artillery 
platform barges, troop transports, patrol 
boats, minesweepers, and armored gun¬ 
boats generally known as monitors. To¬ 
gether the sailors and infantrymen of the 
Riverine Force would seek theenemy along 
the vast network of rivers and canals in the 
southern provinces. 

One of the remarkable feats of the war 
was the construction over two years, of a 
base in the Mekong Delta for the Riverine 
Force. A basin for the river craft had to be 
constructed by excavating riverside rice 
paddies. Soil thus displaced, with mud 
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1. A land-based USMC A-4E Skyhawk 
prepares to take off on an air support 
mission. 2. A man of the US 1 73d Air¬ 
borne Brigade, holding a 5.56mm M16A1 
rifle, watches resupply helicopters 
take off during "Junction City". 3. A 
patrol of the US 11 th Armored Cavalry 
Regiment halts while the point man 
checks out possible Viet Cong bunkers 
during "Junction City". 4. Men of the 
1st Engineer Battalion. US 1st Infantry 
Division, descend from a CH-47 Chinook 
during "Cedar Falls": using chain saws 
and explosives, the engineers cleared a 
helicopter landing zone. 5. Men of the 
US 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) 
jump from a UH-1 D Huey during "Oper¬ 
ation Oregon", a search and destroy 
mission. April 1967. 6 . US Navy River 
Patrol Boats on an inland waterway. 
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Operation Cedar Falls 
8-26 January 1967 

Objectives: 

US/ARVN multidivisional search and 
destroy operation in the Iron Triangle- 
Thanh Dien Forest area 
Strength: 

US/ARVN: c.1 5.000 
VC/NVN losses; c.750 killed; 280 
prisoners; 540 defectors to anti¬ 
communist forces; 51 2 suspected VC 
detained; 5.987 refugees evacuated 
VC/NVN materiel damaged/ 
captured : 23 crew-served weapons; 
590 individual weapons; 60,000 + 
rounds of small-arms ammunition; 
2.800+ mines, grenades, mortar and 
artillery rounds; 7,500+ uniforms; 
2.000+ bunkers, tunnels, and other 
military structures destroyed; 3.700 
short tons of rice (one year's ration 
for 1 3,000 troops): 500,000+ pages 
of documents. 

US losses: 72 killed; 337 wounded. 

1 tank destroyed; 3 tanks damaged. 

3 APCs destroyed; 9 APCs damaged. 

2 helicopters damaged. 

ARVN losses: 1 1 killed; 8 wounded. 
Result: 

Although 4 25sq.m. (1 Isq.km) of 
jungle were cleared and the population 
evacuated. VC were active in the 
Iron Triangle within a week of the 
operation's end. 


Operation Junction City 
22 February-14 May 1967 

Objective: 

USMRVN multidivisional search and 
destroy operation in War Zone C 
Strength: US/ARVN: 25.000 + . 
VC/NVN losses: 2,728 killed; 34 
prisoners; 1 39 defectors to anti¬ 
communist forces (in response to 
9,768.000 air-dropped leaflets and 102 
hours of aerial loudspeaker appeals); 

65 suspected VC detained. 

VC/NVN materiel damaged/ 
captured : 1 00 crew-served weapons; 
491 individual weapons; large quantities 
of ammunition, grenades, mines; 

5,000+ bunkers and other military 
structures destroyed; 810 short tons of 
rice; c.40 short tons of other foodstuffs; 
c. 500,000 pages of documents 
US losses: 282 killed; 1,576 wounded; 
3 tanks destroyed; 21 APCs destroyed. 

1 2 trucks destroyed; 4 helicopters 
destroyed; 5 howitzers destroyed; 

2 quad-.50 mgs and carriers destroyed. 
NVN claims for US/ARVN losses: 

I 3,500 killed; 993 vehicles destroyed; 

II 9 artillery pieces destroyed. 

Result: 

The Communist HQ, Central Office of 
South Vietnam (COSVN). was forced 
to withdraw into Cambodia and its 
activities were seriously disrupted, 
psychological effect on the Viet Cong 
was judged to be considerable. _ 
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sucked up from the river bottom by hy¬ 
draulic dredges, was used to fill in one 
square mile (260ha) of flooded paddy. 
Although attacks by Viet Cong sappers 
sank one large and two small dredgers, US 
Navy Seabees and Army Engineers per¬ 
severed until the huge artificial island was 
completed. Meanwhile, the Riverine Force 
searched for enemy enclaves along the 
banks or in the riverside villages. Like the 
men operating in the Rung Sat, members 
of the Riverine Force had to be pulled back 
from time to time to their accommodation 
ships to '’dry out”. 


Westmoreland explains 
the war effort 


A justified criticism of almost all US 
operations was that American troops 
were never long in one place: the people 
were afraid to commit themselves to the 
government lest, when the Americans 
moved on, the Viet Cong return. Because 
there were never sufficient American 
troops to occupy even a major portion of 
the country, that often happened. The 
task of defending the people had to be left 
to the ARVN and to the many Regional 
and Popular Force platoons and companies 
that held small, triangular, adobe forts on 
the outskirts of villages and hamlets. It 
would require time adequately to train 
and equip those militia units, but never¬ 
theless they had to be relied upon. 

Behind the defensive screen, the pacifica¬ 
tion process proceeded. Teams from the 
South Vietnamese government’s civilian 
ministries, assisted and advised by Ameri¬ 
can civilians of the Central Intelligence 
Agency, the United States Information 
Service, and the Agency for International 
Development, moved into urban areas to 
help establish local government, identify 
and eliminate Communist cadremen, and 
finance and assist self-help projects. 

Despite apparent progress in South 
Vietnam, at home President Johnson was 
beset by a growing anti-war movement. 
Uncensored newspapers and television 
reports brought the war into American 
living rooms —nourishing the civilian’s 
natural abhorrence of the hardships and 
cruelties that war engenders. Further, 
despite official reports of progress, there 
seemed to be no prospect of an end to the 
conflict: the number of Americans killed 
soon exceeded the number killed in the 
Korean War (in which US casualties 
totalled 33,720 killed and 103,284 wounded). 
Between 1961 and 1965, American casual¬ 
ties in Vietnam amounted to 1,484 killed 
and 7,337 wounded; in 1966, when US 
forces were first committed on a large scale, 
5,047 Americans were killed. 

At the President’s behest, General 
Westmoreland returned to the United 
States in April 1967 to make a public 
report on the war before a dinner held by 
the Associated Press in New York. 
'Through a clever combination of psycho¬ 
logical and political warfare,” Westmore¬ 
land remarked, the enemy had gained 
world-wide public support ’'which gives 
him hope that he can win politically that 
which he cannot accomplish militarily.” 
That, and a remark about demonstrators 
who burned the American flag, angered 
anti-war critics—as did press emphasis on 
Westmoreland’s assertion that criticism 


of US commitment was encouraging the 
enemy and costing American lives. The 
anti-war movement, although a minority, 
was fast expanding and seemed certain to 
exert an effect on the future conduct of the 
war. 

A few days later, again at the President’s 
wish, Westmoreland attended a White 
House conference at which the President, 
Secretaries McNamara and Rusk, the 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
General Wheeler, and other officials were 
present, to discuss the advisability of 
providing more American troops for West¬ 
moreland’s command. Encouraged by the 
progress achieved with a relatively small 
force of eight divisions, Westmoreland 
had furnished the President in advance 
with two proposals; one involving what he 
called a "minimum essential force”, the 
other an "optimum force”. The first called 
for a total strength of approximately 
550,000 men; the second for a strength of 
about 670,000. Questioned at the con¬ 
ference, Westmoreland reluctantly esti¬ 
mated that with the minimum force he 
could end the American role in the war in 
about five years; with the optimum force, 
in about three years. 

In discussions with Secretary Mc¬ 
Namara and other advisers over the next 
two months. President Johnson agonized 
over the decision. There seemed no sure 
way—short of invading North Vietnam, 
Laos, or Cambodia, and thus risking the 
involvement of the Chinese Communists— 
to bring North Vietnam to the negotiating 
table until after the American presidential 
election in November 1968. To call up the 
reserves, a necessary measure if West¬ 
moreland was to have 670,000 troops, would 
ignite the anti-war movement. It would 
require gearing the country’s economy 
to a wartime footing, with a subsequent 
setback to the domestic social programs 
Johnson had long promoted as the "Great 
Society”. In July, the President told 
Westmoreland he would have to make do 
with an increase in the coming year of only 
about 47,000 men, giving a total of 525,000. 
This was even less than Westmoreland 
had calculated as the minimum essential 
force. 


Anti-war “doves” 
besiege the Pentagon 


Even so, the anti-war movement was not 
appeased. It had become perilous for any 
government official to appear on a campus, 
where burning "hawks”, including West¬ 
moreland, in effigy had become common¬ 
place. Press and television gave every anti¬ 
war demonstration maximum coverage, 
and such unlikely foreign policy experts 
as movie stars, a prominent pediatrician, 
a Harvard economist, and several novelists, 
emerged as "doves”, or anti-war leaders. 
In October 1967, 35,000 "doves” besieged 
the Pentagon. 

From official reports from Saigon, and 
from personal conference with Westmore¬ 
land and newly-appointed Ambassador 
Ellsworth Bunker, President Johnson was 
convinced that there had been real pro¬ 
gress in South Vietnam. Seeing his public 
support shaken by the clamor of the anti¬ 
war faction, and conscious that he must 
maintain that support if he was to carry 
through a policy of winning a limited war. 
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1. Troop-carrying Vietnamese Navy 
boats penetrate a canal in the Rung 
r Sat; a US Navy UH-1 E Iroquois flies 
ir overhead. 2. Encamped at Andrews Air 
Force Base. Maryland, the 82nd Airborne 
Division guards the Pentagon during 
the "siege" of October 1 967. 3. A 
North Vietnamese postage stamp of 
1 967 depicts an American POW. 4. US 
I Marshals resist demonstrators on the 
i steps of the Pentagon, October 1 967. 

5. The war goes on; a reconnaissance 
patrol of the 1 73d Airborne Brigade 
near Dak To. November 1 967. 6 . The 
Air Liaison Officer (ALO) camp at 
Chu Lai. October 1 967; an ALO Team 
consisted of five forward air control 
pilots and eight radiomen. 




the President summoned Bunker and 
Westmoreland to Washington in November 
1967 to make public appearances assuring 
the American people of progress. Knowing 
their optimistic views, Johnson had no 
need to dictate what the Ambassador and 
the General should say. 

Bunker and Westmoreland appeared 
several times on national television pro¬ 
grams—and, on 21 November, Westmore¬ 
land made a speech before the National 
Press Club in Washington that would be 
long remembered. ''We have reached an 
important point when the end begins to 
come into view,” Westmoreland said. The 
war, he noted, was soon to enter a phase in 
which the South Vietnamese Army would 
be able to assume increasing responsibility 
for the fighting. In June, he had received a 
new deputy-commander. General Creigh¬ 
ton W. Abrams, to whom he assigned the 
job of upgrading the South Vietnamese 
forces. He ventured to say that within two 
years—by November 1969—or less, token 
withdrawals at least of American troops 
might begin. 


Border battles in the 
fall of 1967 


While Westmoreland was in Washington 
he learned of heavy fighting, involving a 
North Vietnamese division, in Kontum 
province in the Central Highlands. It 
centered on Dak To, one of the border out¬ 
posts manned by Montagnards, troops of 
the highland tribes, and men of the US 
Army Special Forces. This was the third 
of what came to be known as the "border 
battles” of the fall of 1967, a series of 
engagements that at first appeared to be a 
Communist attempt to embarrass the 
South Vietnamese government on the eve 
of the inauguration of Thieu and Ky. 

The first "border battle” was at the 
village of Song Be, Phuoc Long province. 
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where a North Vietnamese regiment 
attacked the command post of a South 
Vietnamese battalion and was repulsed 
with heavy losses. The second was at a 
small rubber-plantation town, Loc Ninh, 
close to the Cambodian border in the 
province of Binh Long, where Viet Cong 
and North Vietnamese regulars attacked 
an outpost manned by South Vietnamese 
militia. Reinforcements from a regular 
ARVN division and from heli-lifted ele¬ 
ments of the US 1st Infantry Division 
helped drive out the enemy, but heavy 
fighting raged from 29 October, with the 
Communists launching "’human-wave” at¬ 
tacks, until the attackers retired on 
2 November, having lost some 900 men, 
compared to only about 60 Allied dead. 

When Westmoreland returned to Saigon 
and examined accumulating intelligence 
reports, it began to appear that the border 
battles might presage more than an attempt 
toembarrass the South Vietnamese govern¬ 
ment Westmoreland was already con¬ 
vinced, as he had stated in Washington, 
that the American operations sustained 
through 1967 had hurt the enemy badly (in 
US offensive operations, the ""kill ratio” 
was running 10 to 1 against the enemy; in 
enemy attacks, even higher). As early as 
August 1967, Westmoreland told American 
newsmen that heavy losses probably 
would necessitate ""a momentousdecision” 
on the part of the Communist leaders—a 
reassessment of their strategy. Then, 
just before the Dak To fight, a captured 
document revealed that the battle was a 
prelude to a major North Vietnamese 
offensive in Kontum province—'"a con¬ 
centrated offensive effort in coordination 
with other units in various battle areas 
throughout South Vietnam,” part of what 
would be ""a prolonged battle”. 

Sixteen AmericanandSouth Vietnamese 
battalions became involved, and the North 
Vietnamese left behind 1,400 dead; the 
heaviest fighting in the Highlands since 
that in the la Drang valley in 1966. As the 
fighting at Dak To ebbed, US Marines 
patrolling around Khe Sanh combat base 
detected another North Vietnamese build¬ 
up in that area. There were a number of 
small but vicious attacks throughout the 
country; the number of enemy coming over 
to the anti-Communist side dropped 
sharply; and, as Christmas approached, 
intelligence reports noted a 200 percent 
increase in North Vietnamese truck traffic 
on the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos. 


Plans for a 

Communist offensive 


In a cable to the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
shortly before Christmas, Westmoreland 
remarked that the enemy ""has already 
made a crucial decision concerning the 
conduct of the war,” and that ""prolonga¬ 
tion of his past policies for conducting the 
war would lead to his defeat, and that he 
would have to make a major effort to 
reverse the downward trend”. The enemy, 
Westmoreland believed, intended ""to make 
a maximum effort on all fronts (politically 
and military) in order to achieve victory 
in a short period of time”. 

As New Year’s Day 1968 passed, indica¬ 
tions of some major enemy move continued. 
The North Vietnamese were massing at 
least two divisions at KheSanh: adefecting 


lieutenant said that they planned an all- 
out attack on Khe Sanh during the ap¬ 
proaching Tet holiday period. A captured 
document revealed Communist belief that 
the time might be ripe for a ""general 
offensive and general uprising” of the 
South Vietnamese people "to take over 
towns and cities” and '"liberate” Saigon. 
Another captured document concerned 
plans for a heavy attack in Pleiku province 
to begin ""before the Tet holidays”. 

The current commander of the II Field 
Force, Lieutenant General Fred C. 
Weyand, concluded that the enemy in the 
III Corps zone around Saigon was moving 
from his border sanctuaries towards the 
capital. In the central coastal city of Qui 
Nhon, a house raided by South Vietnamese 
troops was found to be sheltering 11 Viet 
Cong, a tape recorder, and two tapes. The 
captured VC stated that there would be 
attacks on Qui Nhon and other cities 
during the Tet period; the tapes were 
propaganda exhortations to be played once 
the government radio station was cap¬ 
tured. The MACV intelligence officer. 
Major General Phillip B. Davidson, can¬ 
celed a planned leave and warned West¬ 
moreland that he expected major country¬ 
wide attacks —although he could not 
specify exact places or dates. 


Preparing for the 
North Vietnamese thrust 




On 20 January 1968, ten days before the 
beginning of Tet, General Westmoreland 
cabled to the Joint Chiefs of Staff: ""The 
enemy is presently developing a threaten¬ 
ing posture in several areas in order to 
seek victories essential to achieving 
prestige and bargaining power. He may 
exercise his initiatives prior to, during, 
or after Tet.” So threatening was the situa¬ 
tion that Westmoreland persuaded Presi¬ 
dent Thieu to cancel the planned Tet 
cease-fire in the northern provinces and 
to limit it elsewhere to only 24 hours. 

Because he could not predict exactly the 
time or place of the enemy move, West¬ 
moreland made no deliberate effort to 
alert the press and the American public. 
He did, however, state in a television 
interview for the National Broadcasting 
Company that the enemy planned ""a major 
effort to win a spectacular battlefield 
success along the eve of Tet”. General 
Weyand, too, issued a warning, telling one 
reporter that the enemy appeared set to 
make ""critical perhaps spectacular — 
moves”. In Washington, the Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Wheeler, 
stated publicly that ""there may be a 
Communist thrust similar to the desperate 
effort of the Germans in the Battle of the 
Bulge in World War II”. Yet those warn¬ 
ings received little coverage in the news 
media—and although President Johnson, 
on a visit to Australia, warned the Austra¬ 
lian Cabinet of "dark days ahead”, he 
issued no public alert in the United States. 

A warning might, in any case, have been 
lost on the American public. Had not 
Westmoreland said at the National Press 
Club that the war had ""reached an im¬ 
portant point when the end begins to come 
into view”? Content with what they 
interpreted as a reassurance that all was 
well, few Americans at home suspected an 
impending crisis. ^ 
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1. Although Christmas 1 967 brought 
threats of a Communist thrust, this 
US Marine on a search and destroy 
mission north of Con Thien, near the 
Demilitarized Zone, was determined to 
make the Yuletide bright. 2. The 
Communist buildup to the offensive 
planned for Tet, 1 968: artillery moves 
down the Ho Chi Minh Trail, where a 
200 percent increase in North Viet¬ 
namese truck traffic was reported in 
December 1 967. 3. The interrogation 


of captives led to information on the 
forthcoming North Vietnamese offensive: 
these Viet Cong were captured in a 
heliborne assault by the US 101 st Air¬ 
borne Division, after their camp near 
Tuy Hoa had been blasted by USAF A-1 E 
Skyraiders. 4. Men of the US 4th 
Infantry Division fire an 81 mm mortar. 

5. As a propaganda ploy. Radio Hanoi 
stated that captured US pilots would 
be released at Christmas 1 967: unsur¬ 
prisingly. the promise was not kept. 


US and North Vietnamese/VC Combat Strengths, 1967 

Military strengths given in any war must always be treated with great caution, since 
widely differing criteria are used in their preparation. In South Vietnam, for example, 
the figure which really mattered was the number of combat infantrymen available 
for action. 

United States: US strength in South Vietnam in December 1 967 was 473.200. 

From this number was produced 90 combat infantry battalions. Battalion strength 
at that time was some 700 men. of which some 1 50 were HQ staff, drivers, 
clerks, cooks, etc. Actual combat infantry strength was therefore: 90 battalions at 
550 = 49.500 men. Thus, of the 473.200 men "in country" only 1 0.46% were 
combat infantry. Of the remainder some 1 2% were artillery and engineers. 2% aviation 
and the balance — 75%— HQ and logistics personnel. 

NVA/VC : On the other side the figures must also be treated with great caution 
and for almost exactly opposite reasons. First, the strength of an NVA/VC battalion 
was much less than that for a United States battalion and averaged about 320 men. 

Of these very few were HQ staff or administrative personnel, and so the effective 
strength was of the order of 280-290 men. NVA/VC strength in South Vietnam 
was estimated in 1 967 to be: 


Units 

Approximate 

Strength 

Administrative 

Personnel 

Total 

Men 

1 52 battalions 

320 

35 

43,320 

1 96 companies 

100 

10 

17,640 

70 platoons 

30 

— 

2,100 

Total 



63.060 


The NVA/VC also had many tens of thousands of porters and other "non-combat" 
personnel. 
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Communist thrust—the 
Tet Offensive of 1968 

Charles B. MacDonald 


T here is ... a very real question,” 
wrote Secretary of Defense Mc¬ 
Namara to President Johnson in the fall 
of 1967, "whether ... it will be possible to 
maintain our efforts in South Vietnam 
for the time necessary to accomplish our 
objectives there.” McNamara feared that 
neither a big increase in American combat 
troops nor increased bombing of North 
Vietnam would achieve victory or force 
the North Vietnamese to negotiate. How 
long, he wondered, would the American 
people continue to accept high casualties 
and the immense drain on national re¬ 
sources? 

The only solution put forward by Mc¬ 
Namara was to stop the bombing and 
announce that the United States would 
not increase its forces; a demonstration to 
world opinion that it was not the United 
States that stood in the way of peace. The 
United States should concurrently reduce 
its ground operations to the minimum 
necessary to maintain security, thus 
lowering American casualties, and build 
up South Vietnamese forces so that they 
could assume increasing responsibility 
for the war. 


Seeking a new 
Dien Bien Phu 


McNamara’s memorandum caused 
sharp clevages within the Johnson ad¬ 
ministration. The military in the Pentagon 
sharply objected. There was some disagree¬ 
ment among Johnson’s civilian advisers, 
but most, including such supposed 
"hawks” as Secretary of State Dean Rusk 
and Special Assistant for National Secu¬ 
rity Affairs Walt W. Rostow, were broadly 
in favor of McNamara’s approach. Al¬ 
though after careful consideration Presi¬ 
dent Johnson took no action, it was clear 
that the seeds of doubt and compromise 
were deeply rooted within his administra¬ 
tion. 

Ironically, those seeds began to ger¬ 
minate even while General Westmoreland 
and Ambassador Bunker assured Johnson 
and the US public of genuine progress in 
the war. It was ironic, too, that at the same 
time the leaders of North Vietnam con¬ 
cluded that a continuation of their present 
strategy gave them little hope of winning 
the war: their losses were mounting 
drastically with no apparent gains. At 
Dien Bien Phu, skillful coordination of 
military and diplomatic strategy had 
broken the will of the French to continue 
the Indochina War. Now the Communists 
needed a new Dien Bien Phu to break the 
will of the greatest power on earth. 

Recalling senior North Vietnamese 
diplomats from around the world for con¬ 
sultation in July 1967, Ho Chi Minh, Vo 
Nguyen Giap, and the other leaders in 
Hanoi made, as General Westmoreland 


Early in 1968 the 
Communists launched a 
major offensive to 
coincide with the 
traditional Vietnamese 
New Year celebrations. 
Suicide sappers struck 
in Saigon; Hue was 
temporarily occupied; news 
media reported immense 
damage to South Vietnam. 

But in spite of 
intimidation and murder 
the people of South 
Vietnam refused to rally 
to the “liberators” 
and the Communists 
were bloodily defeated 

subsequently divined, "a crucial decision 
concerning the conduct of the war”. They 
decided to launch an all-out military 
offensive in South Vietnam. To sub¬ 
ordinate commanders and their troops, the 
Communist leaders described the offensive 
in high-flown terms. As Viet Cong and 
North Vietnamese troops attacked 
throughout South Vietnam — primarily 
against the cities, which had so far been 
spared all but shelling and terrorist 
strikes the Communist underground 
network in the south would surface and, 
with the help of southern sympathizers, 
take over local government, topple the 
Thieu-Ky regime, and end the war. 

How sincere the North Vietnamese 
leaders were in the belief that they could 
induce a general uprising by the South 
Vietnamese people will probably never be 
determined. But more important than that 
belief was the effect the big offensive 
would have on the Americans. The North 
Vietnamese could hardly have been un¬ 
aware of growing disenchantment with 
the war in the United States. A catastrophic 
military defeat in an American election 
year, an immense increase in American 
and South Vietnamese casualties, a de¬ 
monstration that the South Vietnamese 
were incapable of shouldering the burden 
of the war: all these together might prove 
the equivalent of a Dien Bien Phu. The 
US might decide that there was no way to 
victory except at a cost the American 
people were unwilling to pay. Then, the 
North Vietnamese might well answer a 
call to the negotiating table, knowing that 
the Americans would make almost any 
concession in order to end the conflict. 

If the big offensive was to succeed, it 
must achieve total surprise. There were 
various means to that end. The Viet Cong 
and North Vietnamese were masters of the 
slow, deliberate, concealed build-up of 


men and supplies. They might renew the 
battles in the remote regions where they 
had long operated, both to draw US troops 
awayfromthecitiesthatweretobe attacked 
and to demonstrate that there would be no 
change in the nature of Communist opera¬ 
tions. They could follow the usual plan of 
withholding details of the attacks from 
subordinate commanders and troops until 
the last minute. There might be adeliberate, 
open build-up against some objective- 
such as Khe Sanh —that would distract 
attention from the real objectives. 

Yet the Americans, with their recon¬ 
naissance aircraft and other sophisticated 
intelligence techniques, might still un¬ 
cover the Communist master plan—unless 
some spectacular stroke concealed it. 
Vietnamese history provided a possible 
answer: in the year 1789, the forces of the 
Tay Son Montagnard leaders moved 
against Chinese troops occupying Hanoi, 
achieving total surprise and victory by 
launching an attack at the most un¬ 
expected time—during the sacred holiday 
of Tet, the lunar new year. 

Few Western nations have a holiday 
nearly so important to their people as Tet 
is to the Vietnamese. It is not only a time 
of revelry—of fireworks and street festi¬ 
vals—but also of worship, at the family 
altar, of revered ancestors. For several 
days the entire countryside is on the move 
as folk visit their ancestral homes, and all 
business—even the business of war— 
comes to a halt. The Communists reasoned 
that few South Vietnamese —and cer¬ 
tainly no Americans—would recall the 
events of 1789. So how better to achieve 
total surprise than to launch the major 
offensive at the beginning of the Tet 
holiday, for which the VC had already 
decreed a truce lasting from 27 January 
to 3 February ? 


The Communists call 
for peace talks 


A further problem for the Communists 
was to achieve the final build-up without 
provoking American bombing; ideally, 
air attacks must cease. So, at a diplomatic 
reception in Hanoi at the end of 1967, and 
at diplomatic posts elsewhere. North 
Vietnamese officials tactfully hinted that 
if US bombing ceased. North Vietnam 
’^would hold talks”. That was a change 
from the usual ''might hold talks” and 
one that could surely not be ignored by 
Washington. 

When Communist Romania, acting as a 
go-between, sent a representative to Hanoi 
in mid-January 1968, the US offered to 
demonstrate its good faith by halting the 
bombing in the vicinity of Hanoi. That 
was not the total halt the North Vietnamese 
wanted, but added to the halt accompany¬ 
ing the usual cease-fire, it would help. 
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1, North Vietnamese rockets burst in 
Khe Sanh combat base. February 1968: 
a heavy bombardment of this strongpoint 
began on 21 January to divert US 
attention from the imminent nation¬ 
wide offensive. 2. Viet Cong in Saigon 
during Tet; most guerrillas were 
cleared from the city within six days. 

3. The North Vietnamese decision to 
launch an all-out attack lay mainly 
with General Vo Nguyen Giap (extreme 
left) and President Ho Chi Minh 
(third from right). 4. The first day 
of Tet—and South Vietnamese Rangers 
are on the alert in Saigon. 
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One more strategem was required: the 
North Vietnamese people should enjoy 
their own Tet festivities before the offen¬ 
sive precipitated renewed bombing. And 
that could be achieved simply by decreeing 
a change in the dates of the holiday. In¬ 
stead of beginning the lunar new year 
celebrations in North Vietnam on the 
''official” date of 30 January, the Hanoi 
government decreed that it begin one day 
early. Since celebrations always began on 
the ere of Tet, which would now be 28 
January, the North Vietnamese could 
celebrate for three days before their 
soldiers attacked in South Vietnam- 
after the start of the tn/e Tet before day¬ 
light on 31 January. 


Premature strikes warn 
of offensive 


By the end of 1967, one part of the ruse — 
theborder battles atSongBe, Loc Ninh, and 
Dak To—had been staged. By mid-January 
1968, guns and troops were in position for 
another key part of the deception: the 
diversion at Khe Sanh. That began on 
21 January, with a heavy bombardment of 
the American base by mortars, rockets, 
and artillery, that continued in varying 
degrees of intensity for some 11 weeks. 

In South Vietnam, as the Tet period 
approached, some of the concern that had 
gradually built up among General West¬ 
moreland and his commanders spread to a 
number of South Vietnamese. Although 
President Thieu could not bring himself 
to cancel the furloughs granted to his 
troops for Tet, he agreed, under pressure 
from Westmoreland, to insure that at least 
50 percent of the South Vietnamese 
troops —now with a total strength of some 
732,000—would be on duty. He also agreed 
to the last-minute cancellation of the 
cease-fire in the northern provinces and its 
limitation elsewhere to 24 hours. But 
Thieu did not forgo his own Tet celebra¬ 
tion; he left Saigon to spend the holiday 
with his wife’s relatives in the Mekong 
Delta town of My Tho. 

However, there were some ARVN 
general officers so concerned about what 
might happen over Tet that they took it 
upon themselves to deny leave to their 
troops. This was the case with two units 
operating in the environs of Saigon, 
another in the Central Highlands, and 
another in the city of Hue, where a 
divisional commander in the vicinity had 
his headquarters within the old part of 
the city, encircled by a thick wall and 
called the Citadel. He alerted his troops 
outside the city and put his HQ staff on 
full alert. 

For all Hanoi’s careful preparations, a 
mistake was made in the timing of the Tet 
offensive. Before daylight on 30 January, 
as revelers crowded the city streets setting 
off firecrackers, the Communists attacked 
eight towns and cities in the Central 
Highlands and in the central coastal 
provinces. A ground attack in battalion 
strength hit the port of Nha Trang; another 
struck Hoi An, a district capital near the 
coast. Mortar and rocket fire preceded a 
ground attack on the Highlands town of 
Ban Me Thuot. A sapper attack was 
launched against the HQ of the ARVN’s 
I Corps in Da Nang. Two battalions par¬ 
ticipated in a ground attack at Qui Nhon, 


where the garrison was on full alert 
following the capture of the propaganda 
tapes described earlier. Attacks were also 
made on Pleiku and on a remote district 
capital. 

Why those Communist forces struck 
24 hours in advance of the main offensive 
is not known. Because all the premature 
attacks occurred within the area of juris¬ 
diction of a single North Vietnamese HQ, 
it is possible that some communications 
failure—perhaps concerning the change 
in celebration dates in North Vietnam — 
was the cause. 

The warning given to the Americans and 
South Vietnamese by these premature 
attacks was brief but valuable. "This”, 
remarked Major General Phillip B. David¬ 
son, Westmoreland’s chief of intelligence, 
"is going to happen in the rest of the coun¬ 
try tonight or tomorrow morning.” After 
daylight on 30 January, President Thieu 
canceled the cease-fire throughout the 
country and alerted all South Vietnamese 
military units—a step also taken by 
Westmoreland for American units —but it 
was too late to call back those South 
Vietnamese soldiers already on leave. It 
was too late, also, to comb out the Com¬ 
munist soldiers in civilian dress who had 
for days been infiltrating towns and cities 
amid the crowds of holiday travelers. 


Controversy over the 
embassy attack 


One of the first attacks and one of the 
smallest, involving only 15 Viet Cong 
"suicide” sappers, was destined to have an 
importance well out of proportion to its 
size. It struck the American Embassy in 
Saigon, only a few blocks from the South 
Vietnamese Presidential Palace and the 
downtown hotels where American re¬ 
porters and television cameramen were 
quartered. The embassy was a new build¬ 
ing of reinforced construction surrounded 
by a sturdy wall—perhaps the only em¬ 
bassy in the world with a helicopter pad 
on the roof. 

Before daylight on 31 January, sappers 
in civilian clothing blew a hole in the wall. 
Two military police guards killed the first 
two VC to enter the grounds of the embassy 
but were themselves killed in theexchange 
of gunfire. Two more military policemen 
in a jeep patrol responding to a call for help 
also died, as did a US Marine who climbed 
atop a nearby building to fire into the com¬ 
pound. Another military policeman closed 
the heavy doors of the chancery so that no 
Viet Cong were able to enter the building. 
Under fire from a helicopter and, soon after 
daylight, from a platoon of American air¬ 
borne troops heli-lifted to the chancery 
roof, all the VC were killed within about 
six hours. 

The firing quickly drew the American 
media reporters to the scene; confused by 
gunfire and darkness, they concluded 
that the VC had penetrated the chancery. 
The erroneous report went swiftly over the 
wires to make glaring headlines in Ameri¬ 
can newspapers. Even after General West¬ 
moreland toured the building and informed 
the newsmen that no VC had entered the 
chancery, the reporters continued to 
quote "other sources” denying Westmore¬ 
land’s assertion. The civilian correspon¬ 
dents were convinced the worst had 
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1 . General Westmoreland in the Saigon 
embassy after the Viet Cong attack of 
31 January 1968. 2. US Marines duel 
with North Vietnamese snipers across the 
Perfume River. Hue. 22 February. 3. A 


USMC observation plane makes a low- 
level pass over Hue. 23 February. 

4. Flares and tracers streak the sky at 
Tan Son Nhut Air Base as US aircraft 
strafe attacking Viet Cong. 1 February. 


5- Map: Communist deployment on the 
eve of Tet; major battles of the Tet 
offensive. 6 . US troops make a house 
to house search for Viet Cong snipers 
at Bien Hoa. 2 February, 


Objective 

A determined assault by the North 
Vietnamese Army and Viet Cong on 
major urban centers and military 
installations in South Vietnam, timed to 
begin during the truce scheduled for the 
Lunar New Year (Tet) holiday. 29-31 
January. The Communists intended to 
destroy South Vietnam's military 
potential and rally the civilian popula¬ 
tion to the National Liberation Front. 


Strength 

NVA/VC: 80.000+ men 


Targets 

36 out of 44 provincial capitals 
5 out of 6 autonomous cities 
23 airfields/bases 

numerous district capitals and hamlets 
Major assaults on: Saigon. Hue. Quang 
Tri City. Da Nang. NhaTrang. Qui Nhon. 
Kontum City. Ban Me Thuot. My Tho, 
Can Tho, Ben Tre 
The VC/NVA achieved temporary 
control of 10 provincial capitals. 


Comparative US artillery 
expenditure in III Corps Tactical Zone 

Daily average, pre-Tet 
105mm 2.376 rounds 

1 55mm 925 rounds 

8 inch 200 rounds 

4.2 inch 1.100 rounds 

Total 4.601 rounds 


Daily average during Tet 

105mm 

1 55mm 

8 inch 

4.2 inch 

Total 


5.61 6 rounds 
1.459 rounds 
235 rounds 
1.570 rounds 
8.880 rounds 


THE TET OFFENSIVE, 1968 

Three Tet Actions 

Hue, 31 January-25 February 

NVA/VC strength: 6th NVA Regiment 
(3 battalions). 4th NVA Regiment 
(1 battalion). 6 VC battalions. 

US/ARVN strength: 4 US Army 
battalions. 3 USMC battalions. 

11 ARVN battalions 

US artillery expenditure: 105-203mm 
field artillery: 52.000 rounds. 5in~8in 
naval guns: 7.670 rounds, air-delivered 
ordnance: 600 short tons 

US losses: 11 9 killed. 961 wounded 
AR\/Nlosses: 363 killed. 1.242 wounded 
NVA/VC losses: c.6,000 killed in Hue 
City. c.3.000 killed in surrounding area 
Civilian losses: 5.800 killed or missing 
(2,800+ graves found), c.11 6.000 
homeless 

Bien Hoa (combat bases) 

NVA/VC strength: 2 infantry battalions 
1 reinforced infantry company 

NVA/VC losses (at base): 1 39 killed. 

25 prisoners: (in area) 1.1 64 killed. 

98 prisoners 

US losses: 4 USAF personnel killed. 

26 USAF personnel wounded. 2 USAF 
aircraft destroyed. 20 USAF aircraft 
damaged 

Tan Son IMhut (base—Saigon area) 

NVA/VC strength: 4 infantry battalions. 

1 sapper battalion 

NVA/VC losses: 962 killed. 9 prisoners 
US losses: 1 9 US Army personnel killed. 

4 USAF personnel killed. 75 US Army 
personnel wounded. 11 USAF personnel 
wounded. 1 3 aircraft damaged 
ARVN losses: 32 killed. 79 wounded 


Results 

The Communist offensive failed, largely 
because the attacks on primary object¬ 
ives were badly coordinated, communi¬ 
cations were poor, and the South Viet¬ 
namese people generally failed to rally 
to the invaders. The Communists were 
driven away from most of their 
objectives within 2 to 3 days, and their 
overall losses exceeded those of US 
forces in the entire Korean War. The 
Tet Offensive showed that the ARVN's 
effectiveness had greatly increased and. 
in its effect on US public opinion, 
accelerated the "Vietnamization" of 
the war. President Johnson, whose 
decision not to seek reelection was 
seen (wrongly) as a result of the Tet 
Offensive, ordered a bombing halt above 
the 19th parallel on 31 March, hoping 
to further peace negotiations: thus, 
the Communists gained a moral success 
to compensate for their material losses. 


Overall Losses 

US/Free WorldMAF: killed 1,536 

wounded 7.764 

missing 11 

A/?l//V.-killed 2.788 

wounded 8.299 

missing 587 

NVA/VC: killed c.45.000 

prisoners 6.991 

crew-served weapons c.1.300 

individual weapons 7.000 + 

Civilian: killed 14,000 

wounded 24,000 

homeless c.630,000 
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happened and were determined that West¬ 
moreland should not deny them a great 
news ''break”. 

From a strictly military viewpoint, it 
mattered little whether or not the VC 
sappers had entered the chancery; from 
a psychological angle, it was of profound 
importance. Tomanynewsmen,andthusto 
many people in the United States, the 
attack seemed to confirm that Westmore¬ 
land and President Johnson had been dis¬ 
seminating falsehoods. If the United States 
could not protect its own embassy, how 
could the war have reached a point ''when 
the end begins to come into view”? The 
facts that no solid line of manned trenches 
encircled any South Vietnamese city— 
hardly a viable measure—and that even a 
weakened enemy could launch small, 
suicidal attacks on almost any installation, 
were disregarded in sensational press and 
television reportage. A long-smoldering 
antagonism between newsmen and officials 
had flared up. 

Elsewhere in Saigon, there were five 
similar attacks by small sapper groups — 
including one by VC in ARVN uniforms 
against the Presidential Palace, which was 
driven off. Forces of battalion size occupied 
a cemetery and a race-track and had to be 
driven out by South Vietnamese troops. 
More serious attacks developed at Tan 
Son Nhut airport and at the ARVN Joint 
General Staff HQ on the outskirts of the 
capital, but these too were eventually 
suppressed. President Thieu decreed a 
state of martial law on 31 January, but by 
5 February Saigon was free of all but small, 
isolated enemy units. 

As information came in from other parts 
of South Vietnam, it became clear that the 
Communists had launched a major 
countrv-wide offensive involving some 
84,000 men, mainly Viet Cong, except in 
the northern provinces where North 
Vietnamese regulars predominated. The 
Communists made ground attacks or 
mortar and rocket strikes on 36 of the 
country’s 44 provincial capitals, five of six 
autonomous cities, 64 of 242 district 
capitals, and 50 hamlets. In 13 towns and 
cities they penetrated in some strength, 
but were largely driven out in two or three 
days. Fighting was protracted only in 
Saigon and Hue. Except for the ARVN’s 
3d Division HQ inside the Citadel and a 
compound housing US Army advisers, 
Viet Cong and North Vietnamese regulars 
occupied all Hue. The Allies werereluctant, 
at first, to employ artillery fire and air 
strikes likely to damage historicbuildings, 
and an ARVN division assisted by three US 
Marine Corps battalions required 25 days 
to clear Hue. At Khe Sanh, the North 
Vietnamese launched no ground attack, 
but shelling continued. 


A defeat for the 
Communist forces 


In the first fortnight of attacks, the Com¬ 
munists lost some 32,000 killed and 5,800 
captured, close on half the troops actively 
committed, against about 2,800 ARVN and 
some 1,000 US troops killed. Only at Hue 
did the attackers hold any objective for an 
appreciable length of time; this may explain 
why the North Vietnamese failed to 
commit troops held in reserve to exploit 
success. Although under-strength at many 


places because of the holiday furloughs, 
the South Vietnamese militia and regulars 
—who bore the brunt of the fighting- 
performed efficiently and courageously. 
Nowhere did anything remotely resembl¬ 
ing an uprising of the people against the 
Saigon government occur. To American 
officials, it all added up to a severe defeat 
for the Communists. 

But this was not the impression given by 
the copy and television film footage of 
American newsmen. As one of their 
number, Peter Braestrup, then reporting 
for the Washington Post, was to note in a 
carefully-documented study nine years 
later: ''Rarely has contemporary crisis- 
journalism turned out, in retrospect, to 
have veered so widely from reality.” 


Misinformation in the 
Western media 


Aside from the pressure of deadlines, 
which almost inevitably tends to journa¬ 
listic error, there was another reason. 
Having forgotten or disregarded the few 
official warnings that a major enemy 
strike might be in preparation, newsmen 
instead recalled the optimistic assess¬ 
ments of the President’s fall campaign. 
Had not Westmoreland even predicted 
American withdrawals beginning in 1969? 
This seemed rank folly to newsmen who 
saw South Vietnam a shambles under the 
enemy blows—although, as it turned out, 
withdrawals did begin in 1969. Few 
reporters and television commentators 
had had combat experience and few had 
studied military history. To them, the 
Tet offensive was an incredible shock, an 
unmitigated disaster, a clear American 
and South Vietnamese defeat. None of 
them thought to draw parallels with other 
wars in which a losing side had staged a 
grand surprise assault—as Germany had 
in 1918 and in late 1944. Confirmed in their 
long-held skepticism, they were deter¬ 
mined to expose the subterfuge and 
chicanery they saw behind the Johnson 
administration’s claims of progress. There 
was no conspiracy among them, merely a 
group reaction based on shared biases and 
imperceptions; but the effect was much 
the same. 

Damage in the cities, light by the stand¬ 
ards of World Wars I and II or Korea, was 
to most newsmen appalling. Television 
cameras focusing on one badly damaged 
block could give the impression of an entire 
city in ruins. One newsman quoted an 
unidentified US Army major in the town of 
Ben Tre, of which some 25 percent was 
severely damaged, as saying that 'it be¬ 
came necessary to destroy the town to 
save it”. That became a kind of theme — 
and the culprits who wrought such devas¬ 
tation were never the Communists, who 
had brought the war into the cities, but the 
Americans and South Vietnamese with 
their artillery and airpower. The civilian 
casualties (some 7,000) and refugees (close 
to 700,000) generated by the fighting made 
the headlines —not the 5,000 or more 
civilians systematically tortured and exe¬ 
cuted by the Communists in Hue and else¬ 
where. More sympathy for the plight of 
starving, homeless civilians was shown 
by the government of the Republic of 
China (Taiwan), which sent immediate 
material aid in addition to its small military 



1. The US Headquarters Area Command 
Reaction Force guards US Bachelor 
Officers Quarters, Saigon—a guerrilla 
target on 31 January 1 968. 2, US 
Marines investigating a guerrilla-occupied 
building set up a CS tear gas pod 
launcher 3. US Marines in Hue haul 
3.bin rocket rounds to the University 
roof: to minimize civilian casualties 
and damage, fire support for clearing 
operations was largely limited to 
direct fire weapons such as rocket 
launchers, recoilless rifles, and tank 
guns. 4. In a bunker in the canal 
district of Hue, US Marines watch for 
North Vietnamese snipers. 5. Exodus 
from a strategic hamlet “liberated" 
by the Viet Cong during the Tet 
offensive. 6. Map: the battle for 
Hue, 31 January—2 March 1 968. 7. An 
airstrike on retreating North Viet¬ 
namese troops, February 1 968. 
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commitment (a maximum of 31 advisers), 
as did the governments of two nations 
uncommitted to the war, Canada and 
Norway. 

Reporters claimed that the imperial 
palace in Hue was totally destroyed: 
damage was, in fact, superficial. Saigon, 
most of which suffered only light damage, 
was shown to American television audi¬ 
ences as a smoldering ruin, A world-wide 
furore was created by the publication of 
photographs taken by Eddie Adams of 
Associated Press, showing a civilian- 
clothed Viet Cong prisoner being executed 
— with a pistol, at point-blank range—by 
Brigadier Nguyen Ngoc Loan, Chief of 
the Saigon Police Force. 


Negative reporting 
but positive response 


At Khe Sanh, newsmen created a "Dien 
Bien Phu syndrome”, and continually 
predicted a terrible fate for the garrison of 
US Marines and South Vietnamese 
Rangers, indicting the American command 
for choosing to stand and fight there. In 
fact, 6,000 US and South Vietnamese 
troops at Khe Sanh- only one-sixtieth of 
Westmoreland’s total combat troops — 
were holding at bay 20,000 North Viet¬ 
namese. But newsmen persistently stated 
that the enemy had succeeded in tying 
down sizable American forces, failing to 
remark that those 20,000 Ncrth Vietna¬ 
mese might have been aiding the Commu¬ 
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nist cause more profitably in the cities. 

Newsmen countered official claims of a 
Communist defeat by saying that even if it 
were true (which they refused to accept, 
as they did the official account of enemy 
losses), the Communists had achieved a 
psychological victory. Unable to speak 
the language of the South Vietnamese 
people, reporters nevertheless buttressed 
their case by '"psychoanalyzing” the 
people and uncovering their alleged dis¬ 
enchantment with a government unable to 
protect them. And although they were not 
in a position to assess what effect the Tet 
offensive had had on the pacification pro¬ 
gram in the countryside, newsmen pro¬ 
nounced that pacification was "torn to 
shreds”, "beyond retrieval”, or with re¬ 
markable redundancy, "killed dead”. 

Even so, as public opinion polls subse¬ 
quently revealed, such negative reporting, 
far from turning the bulk of the American 
people against the war, rallied them to 
President Johnson’s support. Only when 
the President failed to take strong retalia¬ 
tory action against the Communists did 
large numbers of the American people 
turn against him. 

Bias in the media was primarily effective 
on the Congress and on middle-level, 
civilian bureaucrats and presidential ad¬ 
visers in Washington. Congressional 
"hawks” fell silent, while "doves" coo-ed 
ever more loudly. Many civilian officials 
reacted like the presidential special assis¬ 
tant who noted that whenever he read the 
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official cables from Saigon, he found them 
'"almost hallucinatory’' in view of what he 
had seen on television the night before. 
There the story, told in gruesome pictures 
and doleful words, was presented so con¬ 
vincingly that he believed the reporters 
rather than the officials. 


US reaction to the 
Tet Offensive 


Not even military men were immune. 
The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
General Wheeler, after a visit to Saigon 
(where his quarters were subjected to 
enemy shelling) was markedly concerned. 
And although Westmoreland himself had 
been optimistic about the outcome of the 
Tet offensive, he estimated that the enemy 
was capable of other strikes. There were 
serious headaches for Wheeler and his 
Pentagon colleagues elsewhere: the North 
Koreans had recently seized the US com¬ 
munications ship Pueblo; trouble in Berlin 
or the Middle East might flare up again at 
any time. The US Army’s strategic reserve 
had fallen to one division —and the war 
in Vietnam had had marked ill-effects on 
the morale of American forces everywhere. 

General Wheeler, anxious both to re¬ 
build the strategic reserve and to be pre¬ 
pared for further enemy moves in South 
Vietnam, urged Westmoreland to press for 
sizable American reinforcements. Eager 
to take advantage of the situation, West¬ 
moreland saw this as an opportunity to 
acquire forces that might be used, should 
the President permit, for invading Laos and 
Cambodia, and launching an amphibious 
attack to trap North Vietnamese forces 
within the DMZ. Westmoreland felt, more¬ 
over, that calling up the reserves would 
impress on the North Vietnamese that the 
United States would settle for nothing 
short of victory. 

President Johnson was in two minds as 
to the request for a further 206,000 troops 

half for South Vietnam, half for the 
strategic reserve. He called for two inten¬ 
sive studies of what the reinforcements 
might achieve: one by a committee chaired 
by the new Secretary of Defense, Clark M. 
Clifford; one by a panel of senior ex¬ 
military men, including prominent World 
War II commanders. Perhaps unduly im¬ 
pressed by what they had read in the news¬ 
papers and seen on television, both groups 
recommended against reinforcement. 

The President accepted that advice; 
but before any public announcement, the 
New York Times published the fact that 
the administration was considering 
206,000 more troops "for Vietnam". Press 
and television reacted in the critical style 
by then common to almost anything con¬ 
nected with the war. The media attributed 
the President’s relatively poor showing in 
a Democratic presidential primary in 
New Hampshire a few days later to an 
"anti-war" protest by the voters. In fact, 
as time would show, the vote was more a 
protest against Johnson’s failure to take 
a firmer stand following the Tet offensive. 

Events in South Vietnam over the next 
few months proved that the enemy had, as 
Westmoreland claimed, been badly hurt 
in the Tet offensive. The Communists 
attempted two follow-up strikes- one in 
May and another in August —but these 
were little more than short-lived attacks 


by rocket and mortar. The pacification 
program, prematurely buried by the press, 
picked up momentum. Government con¬ 
trol was swiftly restored to that part of the 
countryside relinquished during the offen¬ 
sive and was even considerably expanded. 
Far from being demoralized, the ARVN 
displayed heightened ability and morale: 
recruiting flourished, and the Americans 
stepped up the program to provide new and 
better weapons and equipment for both 
regulars and militia. As for the people, for 
the first time they appeared to rally in 
genuine support of the Saigon government, 
which was soon able to arm thousands of 
them to form a nationwide self-defense 
force. Surely, no government that feared 
its people would provide them with wea¬ 
pons that might be turned against it? 

President Johnson had now decided that 
after four and a half years in South Viet¬ 
nam, General Westmoreland should be 
promoted to fill the position of US Army 
Chief of Staff, and that his deputy in Sai¬ 
gon, General Creighton W. Abrams, should 
be the new American field commander. 
Although Johnson had made that decision 
in mid-January, before the Tet offensive, 
its delayed announcement enabled West¬ 
moreland’s critics to maintain that the 
President had become disenchanted with 
the General because of the Tet offensive 
and had "kicked him upstairs". 


1 


President Johnson ‘‘hounded 
out of office’’ 


The news media’s negative handling of 
the Tet offensive caused the President to 
yield to increased pressure from anti-war 
critics, and from civilian officials in his 
administration, and proclaim another 
bombing halt—with yet another invitation 
to the North Vietnamese to negotiate. To 
add weight to his initiative, Johnson also 
announced that he would not be a candi¬ 
date for the presidency in the fall of 1968. 
Although he had informed Westmoreland 
of that decision, based largely on failing 
health and the wishes of his family, late 
in 1967, the anti-war lobby quickly claimed 
that they had hounded him out of office. 
(Perhaps there was some truth in this 
claim. Since his death in January 1973 at 
the age of 64 within one week ofthe agree¬ 
ment "ending" the war -those who were 
close to Johnson have spoken of his 
"heart-broken" reaction to the anti-war 
demonstrators’ mindless chant: ''Hey, 
Hey, L.B.J. How many kids did you kill 
today?'' A brave, sincere man, Lyndon 
Johnson deserved better of his country¬ 
men.) 

To President Johnson’s surprise, the 
North Vietnamese agreed to talk. Over 
the next four years they would agree to 
little more than the shape of the con¬ 
ference table in Paris. However, in accept¬ 
ing Johnson’s offer, they effectively chain¬ 
ed the United States to the negotiating 
table until they had launched a conven¬ 
tional invasion of South Vietnam, and 
until the American people had become so 
war-weary that a new president would 
make concessions that, while taking the 
United States out of the war, assured even¬ 
tual North Vietnamese victory. However 
much a Communist defeat, the Tet offen¬ 
sive of 1968 prepared the way for their 
eventual victory. 
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1. Communist losses during Tet were 
reflected in their weak follow-up 
strikes—although these Tan Son Nhut 
Defense Force and ARVN Airborne 
personnel are temporarily pinned down 
by sniper fire In the French National 
Cemetery during the attack on the air 
base in May 1 968 2. South Vietnamese 
Marines remove weapons and ammunition 
from a Viet Cong killed in Saigon in 
May 1 968. 3. Following Tet, the North 
Vietnamese agreed to peace discussions 
in Paris; the US Delegation in May 
1968 is headed by W. Averell Harriman 
(third from left), with Cyrus R. Vance 
and Philip C. Habib to his left. 

4. ARVN Medics carry a casualty from the 
French National Cemetery, Tan Son Nhut. 

5. Summary justice that shocked world 
opinion: Police Chief Nguyen Ngoc Loan 
executes a Viet Cong officer captured 

In Saigon during the Tet offensive. 

6 . This boy's home in Saigon was 
destroyed by 1 22mm rockets during the 
Viet Cong attack on the South 
Vietnamese capital in May 1 968. 
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Seventy-seven days: the 
siege of Khe Sanh 

Bernard C. Nalty 


T he Khe Sanh combat base, located in 
northwestern South Vietnam some 
six miles (10km) from the border with Laos 
and about 14 miles (23km) south of the 
DMZ, posed a threat to the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail linking North Vietnamese supply 
depots with Communist forces deployed in 
South Vietnam. As early as 1962, when 
there were already more than 10,000 US 
advisers in Vietnam, a handful of US 
Army Special Forces, the '"Green Berets”, 
had set up a camp at Khe Sanh from which 
patrols probed the maze of roads and trails 
nearby. The enemy put up with these 
activities for more than four years, before 
shelling the camp in January 1966. 

Communist pressure on Khe Sanh in¬ 
creased during that year, and in January 
1967 the US Marines arrived: Colonel 
John Lanigan's 3d Marines took over 
from the Green Berets, who moved their 
camp westward to the Montagnard village 
of Lang Vei. A Seabee battalion built a 
1,500-foot (460m) runway of pierced steel 
planking. In mid-May, after Lanigan's 
men had cleared the enemy from the 
nearby hills. Colonel John Padley’s 26th 
Marines replaced them. 


Paradropping supplies to 
the Khe Sanh base 


Khe Sanh’s new garrison immediately 
began improving the defenses, while Air 
Force C-130 Hercules transports flew in 
supplies. The pounding from the transport 
planes—each weighing a maximum 135,000 
lbs (61,240kg)—caused the rain-soaked 
clay beneath the planking to shift; the air¬ 
strip had to be closed to the C-130s until 
the Seabees could make repairs. The 
smaller de Havilland C-7A Caribou trans¬ 
ports that replaced the C-130s could not 
handle the heavy equipment and bulky 
materials needed for the job. The Hercules 
transports para-dropped some items to the 
Seabees, but they could not drop the 
aluminum matting needed to replace the 
pierced steel runway surface. 

'Parachute extraction” was the only 
way to deliver the matting. Riggers lashed 
the strips of aluminum to metal pallets 
and loaded them into the transports. The 
hatch at the rear of the cargo compartment 
was opened as the C-130 flew low over the 
outpost. At a signal from the pilot, the 
crew released the bonds holding the pallet 
and a parachute, filled by the force of the 
plane’s slipstream, snatched out the load, 
which fell a few feet to the ground. 

But although the Seabees extended the 
rebuilt runway to 3,900 feet (1,190m), Khe 
Sanh was difficult to defend. A chain of 
hills overlooked the plateau from the north 
and northwest. Drinking water came from 
a river that passed through enemy-con¬ 
trolled territory. During the early months 
of the year, fog shrouded the base on most 


For 77 days, some 5,000 
Americans and South 
Vietnamese at Khe Sanh 
were besieged by more than 
15,000 Communists. 

The conflict embraced 
sophisticated electronics, 
a massive air-lift of 
materiel, tactical air 
support on a scale 
that made the Khe Sanh 
area the most-bombed 
target in military 
history—and savage 
hand-to-hand combat with 
knives. But was 
this immense combined 
effort superfluous ? 


mornings, complicating air operations 
and limiting visibility from defensive 
positions. 

In December 1967, General Westmore¬ 
land’s staff detected two North Vietnamese 
divisions, each with about 10,000 men, 
massing around Khe Sanh. Patrols from 
the base clashed with North Vietnamese 
regulars dug in among the hills. On 20 
January 1968, an enemy officer who sur¬ 
rendered to a group of Marines told of an 
impending offensive designed to over¬ 
whelm Khe Sanh and the other American 
strongpoints along Route 9, the highway 
leading from the coast at Dong Ha into 
Laos. 

In Washington, President Johnson 
traced each development on a terrain 
model set up in the White House basement. 
He sought reassurance from his military 
leaders, who told him that Khe Sanh could 
and should be defended. General West¬ 
moreland believed that the Communists 
intended to make Khe Sanh "an American 
Dien Bien Phu” but he was confident the 
attempt would end in disaster for the 
enemy. 

The battle began early on 21 January 
1968, with an unsuccessful assault on a 
Marine outpost across the river from the 
base. As this action drew to a close, North 
Vietnamese artillery and mortars began 
hammering the plateau, blasting holes in 
the aluminum runway, setting fire to the 
main ammunition dump with the loss of 
some 1,500 short tons (1,340 tons; 1,360 
tonnes) of munitions, destroying a heli¬ 
copter, killing 18 US troops and wounding 
40. The 26th Marines, some 3,500 strong, 
retired within their prepared defenses; 
the civilian population was air-lifted to 
Da Nang. 

The Seabees immediately went to work, 
but could not repair enough of the run¬ 


way for C-130s to land. As a result. Briga¬ 
dier General Burl McLaughlin, USAF, 
responsible for aerial supply, ordered 
smaller Fairchild C-123 Providers to fly in 
ammunition to the Marines. Although the 
C-123K had undergone modernization, 
with a pod-mounted jet engine under each 
wing providing STOL capability, the 
capacity of this veteran twin-engine trans- 
oort was no more than 16,000 lbs (7,260kg), 
less than half the payload of the Hercules. 

The last explosions had scarcely died 
away when McLaughlin began diverting 
C-123s to Da Nang to take on ammunition 
for Khe Sanh. The first Providers unloaded 
8,000 lbs (3,630kg) of ammunition at the 
combat base during the afternoon of 
22 January. The previous day’s shelling 
had knocked out the landing lights, so 
flares illuminated the runway during 
darkness. By the following evening, the 
C-123s had landed 130 short tons (116 tons; 
118 tonnes) of ammunition, enough for 
the Marines to weather the initial crisis. 

Lieutenant General Robert E. Cushman, 
Jr., commanding III MAF, authorized 
Major General Rathvon C. Tompkins, 
commanding 3d Marine Division, to rein¬ 
force Khe Sanh with the 1st Battalion, 
9th Marines. Colonel David Lownds, 
Padley’s successor at Khe Sanh, now com¬ 
manded one artillery and four infantry 
battalions. The 37th ARVN Ranger Bat¬ 
talion increased his garrison to some 6,000 
men by 26 January. Because his forces 
were spread thin, Cushman decided against 
an immediate attack to re-open Route 9. 
For the time being, the base would have to 
be supplied by and partly defended from 
the air. 


Electronic sensors 
surround the base 


A surprise awaited the estimated 18,000 
North Vietnamese regulars who now sur¬ 
rounded Khe Sanh. (The actual number of 
North Vietnamese troops committed to the 
siege of Khe Sanh at any one time is a 
matter for dispute between various 
authorities. General Westmoreland often 
spoke of the Communist strength as "two 
divisions”, perhaps some 15,000 men. 
Other sources put the number as high as 
50,000, for short periods, or as low as "a 
few thousand” second-rate troops for 
whom General Giaphad no other use at the 
time.) Before the siege began. Air Force 
and Navy aircraft had planted electronic 
sensors along roads in southern Laos. 
These devices picked up either sound or 
seismic vibration and transmitted a signal 
to a surveillance centre at Nakhon 
Phanom, Thailand (more fully described 
in the following chapter) where analysts 
determined the route and speed of Com¬ 
munist supply convoys. Air Force Briga¬ 
dier General William McBride, in com- 
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1. Smoke rises from a fuel dump at Khe 
Sanh combat base, northern Quang Tri 
province, after a Communist mortar 
barrage in March 1 968. 2. The long- 
threatened North Vietnamese offensive 
against Khe Sanh combat base began 
with an unsuccessful assault on a US 
Marine outpost on 21 January 1968. 
this Marine was wounded in the first 
attack. 3. Communist artillery and 
mortar teams like the one seen here 
hammered Khe Sanh in pre-assault 
bombardments, 4. Map; the North 
Vietnamese plan of attack at Khe 
Sanh. January 1968 — (A) North Vietnam¬ 
ese 325 Division takes the hills 
overlooking Khe Sanh combat base: 

(B) Hills 881 S and 861 are used as 
fire bases: diversionary attacks are 
made on the northern perimeter: 

(C) 304 Division takes Lang Vei and Khe 
Sanh village and then rolls up the 
combat base from the southeast. 
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mand of sensor operations, had been 
preparing to test the devices against 
infiltrating troops when the fight began at 
Khe Sanh. 

McBride and his director of intelligence, 
Colonel William Walker, USAF, flew to 
Dong Ha to confer with Major General 
Tompkins. Walker told the Marine gen¬ 
eral that he could lay a field of 250 sensors 
around Khe Sanh in a week or ten days: 
Tompkins could give him only four days. 

Planting the sensors proved difficult. 
Intelligence analysts, working mainly 
from aerial photographs, had to determine 
which routes most needed covering. Then 
the electronic devices had to be placed 
with accuracy enough to enable the 
specialists at the surveillance center to 
track the hostile columns. Infantry patrols 
aided by maps and current aerial photos 
could guarantee accurate placing—but 
they could not penetrate far enough into 
enemy territory to cover the most likely 
routes. Helicopters provided a solution, 
hovering over the precise spot while a 
crewman tossed out the appropriate sen¬ 
sor. Acoustic sensors were dropped into 
trees or brush, where they hung suspended 
and picked up the sounds of motors or 
human voices. Seismic sensors, designed 
to react to earth vibrations, had spiked 
noses which dug into the ground. 

Walker met his deadline, and the sensors 
were functioning in time to warn the 
Marines* of enemy activity on the ap¬ 
proaches to one of the hills overlooking 
Khe Sanh. At the base fire support co¬ 
ordination center, Captain Mirza Baig 
collated sensor information with other 
intelligence and concluded that the North 
Vietnamese would storm the Marine out¬ 
post on Hill 881 South before first light on 
5 February. Massed Marine and Army 
artillery began pounding the slopes of 
this hill at 0320 hours, and the Communist 
attack never materialized. 


Hand-to-hand combat 
on Hill 861A 


Unfortunately, Marines manning the 
outpost on Hill 861A received no warning 
of an almost simultaneous thrust against 
them. At one point, the enemy advancing 
upon Hill 881 South had passed through an 
area not covered by sensors, and it was 
there that the attackers divided —one 
force to storm Hill 861A, while the other 
marched into the waiting US barrage, 
which was supported by air strikes. 

The attack took the defenders of Hill 
861A by surprise, forcing them back to a 
new position. Lieutenant Donald Shanley 
rallied his men, however, and launched a 
counter-attack. For about 30 minutes, the 
Marines fought back with grenades, auto¬ 
matic rifles, knives, and fists. So close was 
the fighting that a Marine and a North 
Vietnamese struggling for a knife were 
caught in the same burst of gunfire. The 
Marine, wearing an armored vest, sur¬ 
vived; the Communist soldier died in¬ 
stantly. Shortly after dawn the assault 
force fell back, regrouped, and advanced 
into a wall of fire from mortars and artil¬ 
lery. The Marines remained in control of 
Hill 861A. 

Meanwhile, the Tet offensive had 
erupted throughout South Vietnam. But 
the enemy, instead of slackening pressure 


in the Khe Sanh area, attacked the Lang 
Vei Special Forces camp. Before first 
light on 7 February, about 10 Soviet-built 
PT-76 light amphibious tanks spearheaded 
an assault on the perimeter held by 24 
Green Berets and around 900 Montagnard 
irregulars and Laotian troops (the latter 
refugees from a Communist attack some 
days earlier). The 14-ton vehicles rolled 
over the defenders’ bunkers. The Special 
Forces fought back with grenades, 106mm 
M40AI recoilless rifles (Bats), and rocket 
launchers, knocking out at least three 
tanks and damaging others. Forward air 
controllers directed strikes in support of 
the Lang Vei defenders, despite darkness, 
cloud and smoke, and the danger of mid-air 
collisions with artillery shells fired from 
Khe Sanh. One controller used rockets to 
mark a target for an Air Force Martin B-57 
Canberra bomber whose bomb-load trig¬ 
gered 15 secondary explosions and possibly 
damaged three more tanks. 


The Communists take 
the Lang Vei camp 


Captain Frank C. Willoughby, the Army 
officer in command at Lang Vei, radioed 
Khe Sanh for help. Although a rescue force 
was ready to move. Generals Tompkins and 
Cushman agreed that it should not be 
dispatched: to advance in darkness invited 
almost certain ambush, and the enemy now 
held all the helicopter night-landing zones 
near Lang Vei. Two Green Berets rallied 
some of the surviving irregulars and 
attempted to fight their way to Khe Sanh, 
failing in spite of support from Navy A-I 
Skyraiders. Taking advantage of the con¬ 
fusion caused by subsequent air strikes. 
Captain Willoughby, 13 of his Green Berets, 
and some 60 Montagnards managed to 
reach Khe Sanh. 

From Lang Vei, the action shifted back 
to Khe Sanh. Before dawn on 8 February, 
the North Vietnamese attacked the posi¬ 
tion held by the 1st Battalion, 9th Marines, 
just west of the combat base. While mortar 
and artillery fire pinned down the Marines 
at the main battalion position, the enemy 
stormed a company outpost, blasting holes 
in the barbed-wire barrier or crossing it 
over heavy mats carried into the assault. 
Sappers blasted Marine bunkers with 
satchel-charges and grenades. The at¬ 
tackers overran some 50 percent of their 
objective. A remarkable escape was that 
of Lance Corporal Robert Wiley, tempo¬ 
rarily paralyzed by the explosion of a 
satchel charge, conscious while enemy 
soldiers searched him and took the photo¬ 
graphs and documents he carried, and left 
for dead. He was one of those rescued by a 
relief force led by Captain Henry Radcliffe, 
advancing behind air strikes and fire from 
M48 Patton tanks. The North Vietnamese 
retired, leaving around 150 dead. 

In spite of air attacks (it was estimated 
that 60,000 short tons (53,600 tons; 54,500 
tonnes) of napalm alone were dropped in 
the Khe Sanh area in the four-week period 
ending in mid-February) and shelling, the 
Communists were able to move anti¬ 
aircraft guns into position to fire at US 
transport planes. On 11 February, one 
scored a hit on a Marine KC-130 Hercules 
carrying helicopter fuel. Trailing a plume 
of leaking fuel, the plane touched down 
safely, only to burst into flame and swerve 



1. Map: Tactical Dispositions at Khe 
Sanh combat base. Key: ASRT = Air 
Support Radar Team; DASC = Direct 
Air Support Center; FSCC = Fire 
Support Coordination Center: GCA = 
Ground Controlled Approach; MATU = 
Marine Air Traffic Control Unit; 

TAFDS = Tactical Airfield Fuel 
Dispensing System; B/1/26 = 
Company B, 1 st Battalion, 26th 
Regiment: USMC = United States 
Marine Corps. 2. "Operation 
Pegasus"^—the relief of Khe Sanh by 
some 30.000 US and ARVN troops — 
began on 1 April 1968; here, a CH-47 
Chinook helicopter is unloaded by 
men of the US 1 st Cavalry Division 
(Airmobile) at Khe Sanh on 6 April, 
when the first elements of "Pegasus" 
were airlifted into the base. 3. US 
Marines await attack in sand bag 
bunkers on the Khe Sanh perimeter 
during the siege. 4. In spite of 
Communist anti-aircraft batteries like 
that seen here, air supply delivered 
more than 1 2.000 tons of cargo to Khe 
Sanh during the 77-day siege: six 
fixed-wing aircraftand 1 7 helicopters 
were lost. 5. Khe Sanh's defenses 
included three batteries of 105mm 
howitzers like those seen in action 
here, in April 1 968, 
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KHE SANH, 21 January-14 April1968 


Objective 

As a part of the Tet Offensive effort, 
elements of two North Vietnamese 
Army divisions attempted to reduce the 
US Marine Corps outposts on the hills 
dominating Khe Sanh and take the base 
itself. Khe Sanh was a combat base for 
units operating in the DMZ and against 
Communist supply routes. 

Strengths 

Garrison: Qxh Marine Regiment (Ibn) 

26th Marine Regiment (3 bns) 
ARVN 37th Ranger Battalion 
Total: c. 6.000 men 
3 batteries 105mm howitzers 
1 battery 1 55mm howitzers 
1 battery 4.2in mortars 
7 batteries (1 8 guns) 1 75mm 
guns 

Total: 46 artillery pieces 
10x1 06mm recoilless rifles 
6x90mm tank guns 
2xM-42 (duel 40mm) 

2x M-55 (quad .50 cal) 

US artillery fired 1 58,981 rounds during 
siege 

NVA: 304 Division 

325C Division 
Total: c.20.000 men (peak 
strength) 

1 52mm and 1 30mm artillery 
rockets and mortars 
Communist artillery fired c.1 50 rounds 
per day during siege 
Peak artillery effort: 1.307 rounds on 
23 February 


Air Support 

Daily Average: 

tac air sorties/carrier a/c sorties 300 + 
B-52 "Arc Light" sorties 45 

short tons of ordnance dropped 1.800 
Operational Total (70 days): 
tactical sorties 24.000+ 

B-52 sorties ("Operation 

Niagara") 2.700 

short tons of ordnance dropped 110.000 
Air Supply (to 8 April): 


496 drops by C-1 30s. 105 drops by 
C-1 23s. 57 parachute extractions by 
C-1 30s. 273 landings by C-1 30s. 

1 79 landings by C-1 23s. 8 landings by 
C-7s. 1 2.400 short tons of cargo 
delivered 

L osses: 

3 C-1 23s destroyed. 1 USMC KC-1 30 
destroyed. 1 A-4 destroyed. 1 F-4 
destroyed. 17 USMC helicopters 
destroyed, c.35 USMC helicopters 
damaged 

Result 

After a siege of 66 days, sustained by 
the defenders largely because of 
tactical and logistical air support. Khe 
Sanh was relieved by "Operation 
Pegasus/Lam Son 207": the attackers 
withdrew. The effect of the Khe Sanh 
operation on the Communist thrust 
remains, like the losses sustained by 
either side, problematical. 

NVA Material Losses: 

2 antiaircraft guns. 207 crew-served 
weapons. 557 individual weapons. 

1 7 vehicles (inch PT-76 tanks) 
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from the runway. Eight ofits crew survived; 
six burned to death. 

Aircraft that succeeded in running the 
gauntlet of anti-aircraft fire faced danger 
from mortars and rockets while taxiing 
to the unloading zone. To speed unloading, 
the C-130s and C-123s had rollers built 
into the cargo compartment floor. When 
the aircraft halted, crewmen released the 
pallets to which the cargo had been secured. 
Then the pilot opened his throttles, the 
plane surged forward, and the pallets 
rolled out of the open hatch, down a metal 
ramp, and on to the taxiway. Within 30 
seconds, the transport was unloaded and 
moving into position for takeoff. 

But even this could not guarantee 
safety. The week before the Marine KC-130 
burned, enemy fire ignited the ammuni¬ 
tion carried by an Air Force C-130E. The 
pilot. Lieutenant Colonel Howard Dall- 
man, taxied off the runway and joined 
Sergeants Charles Brault and Wade Green 
in putting out the blaze. The crew made 
emergency repairs and flew back to Da 
Nang. 

Another Air Force Hercules sustained 
damage while on the ground when shell 
fragments cut a hydraulic line and the fluid 
caught fire. The crew, assisted by members 
of the Air Force cargo handling detach¬ 
ment, extinguished the flames. Although 
replacement parts failed to arrive, a 
mechanic flown in from Da Nang patched 
the severed line. Aware that hydraulic 
failure meant certain death. Captain 
Edwin Jenks coaxed his aircraft back to 
Da Nang, where mechanics counted 242 
holes in the transport. This incident 
persuaded General William Momyer, com¬ 
manding Seventh Air Force, to withdraw 
the $2.5-million Hercules transports from 
the Khe Sanh supply effort —a ban only 
rarely lifted. 

Thus, the smaller, less costly C-123K 
Provider became the workhorse of Khe 
Sanh. This aircraft could land and lose 
enough momentum in 1,400 feet (430m) to 
turn into the unloading area. In contrast, 
the Hercules had to cover about 2,000 feet 
(610m) before slowing down enough to 
turn sharply, raising the danger that it 
might roll past both unloading bays and 
have to double back under fire. 

Ironically, although the C-123K need 
spend less time on the ground than the 
C-130, the only transports destroyed on the 
ground at Khe Sanh were Providers. On 
1 March, a C-123K was gathering speed 
for takeoff when a mortar shell burst along¬ 
side, knocking out an engine. The plane 
veered from the runway and caught fire, 
but the crew escaped. Enemy fire damaged 
an accompanying Provider so severely 
that it could not take off. Before spare parts 
arrived, a direct hit from a mortar des¬ 
troyed the aircraft. 

Another Provider lost at Khe Sanh fell 
to anti-aircraft fire on 6 March. As he was 
making his final descent, the pilot radioed 
that his port jet engine had been hit. The 
plane crashed in the hills east of the run¬ 
way, killing all 48 on hoard. This disaster 
led to the increased use of helicopters for 
supply duties. 

Deliveries to the combat base formed 
only part of the supply effort. The hilltop 
outposts around the plateau had to be sus¬ 
tained and the wounded had to be carried 
to safety. Marine helicopters did this 


essential job, flying in formation and 
escorted by Marine A-4M Skyhawks. The 
Boeing Vertol CH-46 Sea Knight heli¬ 
copters each carried up to 4,0001bs (1,800kg) 
of cargo in nets slung beneath the fuselage, 
simply cutting the nets loose when they 
reached their destination. As soon as an 
outpost had accumulated several nets, 
the defenders bundled them together for a 
helicopter to retrieve. On one occasion, a 
Marine responsible for this task became 
entangled in the cargo slings and had a wild 
ride to Da Nang. 


The hazards of air 
supply under fire 


The C-123K Providers alone could not 
sustain Khe Sanh. Their cargo capacity 
was small and bad weather hampered their 
operation. Further, the Tet offensive 
created a nationwide demand for the cargo 
handlers and unloading equipment that 
might have improved efficiency at Khe 
Sanh. The obvious solution was to para- 
drop supplies into the base. 

Late in January, C-130s flew five test 
missions and para-dropped 134,0001bs 
(60,800kg) of rations, ammunition, and 
fuel. At that time, the Hercules transports 
were still landing at the base, and the 
parachute method was not yet essential. 
The January experiments proved, how¬ 
ever, that accuracy was impossible when 
dropping through clouds. Moreover, air¬ 
crews dare not para-drop a 2,000-lb (907kg) 
supply pallet directly on to the base, for 
fear of causing casualties or damaging the 
runway. Instead, they had to aim at a small 
dropping zone between the main perimeter 
and the position held by 1st Battalion, 
9th Marines. 

To hit this zone in adverse weather, 
radar control was essential. A ground 
radar operator guided the incoming trans¬ 
port to a point 400 feet (120m) above the 
runway’s end. While the pilot maintained 
a fixed speed and altitude, the navigator 
gave windage corrections and counted off 
the seconds until the plane reached a point 
that would put the cargo on to the drop 
zone. The loadmaster released the pallet 
locks, the pilot suddenly increased air¬ 
speed, and the cargo rolled from the open 
hatch. A small parachute opened in the 
slipstream and dragged out the main 
canopy. 

Parachute delivery had two disadvant¬ 
ages. It was not suitable for bulky items, 
and it brought Marines under enemy fire 
when retrieving loads from the drop zone. 
As a result, the Air Force fell back on cargo 
extraction at first implementing the 
techniques (described above) used to 
supply the Seabees in 1967. From 16 Febru¬ 
ary, C-130s began delivering cargo, in¬ 
cluding heavy timbers for bunkers, by the 
parachute extraction system. But the 
heavily laden pallets soon began to tear 
the aluminum matting of the runway. 
Besides, low-level parachute extraction 
endangered both aircrews and Marines 
because, at the moment of releasing the 
cargo, the C-130s had to fly dangerously 
close to a wrecked C-123K. The slightest 
miscalculation could send 2,0001bs (907kg) 
of cargo into Marine positions, as happened 
on 2 March, when a container crashed 
into a bunker and killed one man. 

The Air Force therefore adopted a modi- 4 
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1. Combat controllers of the USAF 8th 
Aerial Port Squadron stand by during 
the first para-drop of supplies to Khe 
Sanh in March 1 968; more than 600 
para-drops were made by Lockheed C-1 30 
Hercules and Fairchild C-1 23 Provider 
aircraft during the siege. 2. The 
Ground Proximity Extraction System: 
a parachute (out of picture) filled 
by the aircraft's slipstream snatches 
a supply pallet from the cargo com¬ 
partment of a C-1 30. 3. A C-1 23 over 
the mountainous Central Highlands of 
South Vietnam; C-1 23s made 179 land¬ 
ings and 105 para-drops at Khe Sanh. 

4. One of the 496 para-drops made by 
C-1 30s at Khe Sanh. 5. Pallets some¬ 
times overshot the Khe Sanh drop zone; 
here. US Marines recover ammunition 
pallets from a rice paddy. 
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fied extraction system. As before, the C-130 
skimmed the runway—but now a hook 
was extended from the cargo hatch to 
engage a cable strung across the runway. 
Thus the cargo was pulled out and the 
transport flew on. Pallets no longer skidded 
wildly across the runway. Further, the 
cables could be installed where runway 
damage would have the least effect on 
landings. 


Marines contend with 
boredom—and sudden danger 


While many media reporters were pre¬ 
dicting a grim fate for the Khe Sanh garri¬ 
son, the Marines endured long hours of 
boredom, interrupted by fierce barrages— 
sometimes more than 1,000 rounds per day 
—and sudden ground attacks on the base 
and its outposts. Although the enemy relied 
largely on artillery, the threat of an all-out 
assault persisted: Colonel Lownds had to 
keep his men alert. That meant keeping 
them meaningfully occupied, so Lownds 
spread the word that the North Vietnamese 
might be tunneling beneath the plateau to 
emerge suddenly in the midst of the base. 
He organized teams of 'Tunnel ferrets’" to 
drive metal stakes into the earth and press 
stethoscopes against them. These im¬ 
provised sensors were to detect the vibra¬ 
tions of underground digging. 

In fact, as Lownds realized, the deep 
ravines scoring the sides of the plateau 
were the best defense against tunnels. The 
enemy could not digdeepenoughtoburrow 
beneath these gullies and reach the base. 
The only tunnel dug by the Communists 
was detected and destroyed near Hill 861 A. 

Trenches rather than tunnels repre¬ 
sented the gravest threat to the base. The 
enemy dug a network of entrenchments 
around Khe Sanh, often excavating close 
on 1,000 feet (300m) in a single night. 
Delayed action bombs proved the best 
defense against such traditional siege 
tactics. 

Colonel Lownds sent out frequent 
patrols to keep the enemy off balance and 
to collect intelligence. One of these, 
letting aggression override caution, fell 
into an ambush. Another Marine patrol 
went to the rescue, but the North Viet¬ 
namese anticipated the move and sprang 
a second ambush. After fourhours’ fighting, 
the patrols extricated themselves at the 
cost of 25 lives. 


North Vietnamese fall 
to US sharpshooters 


Along with the spectacular artillery and 
air bombardments, Marine snipers played 
an important role in defending Khe Sanh. 
Carrying bolt-action sporting rifles with 
telescopic sights, these sharpshooters 
waited patiently until an unwary North 
Vietnamese showed himself. Although 
comparatively few enemy were killed by 
sniper fire, the effect of seeing men shot 
down by an unsuspected, invisible enemy, 
cannot have helped North Vietnamese 
morale. In fact, realizingtheeffectofsniper 
fire on morale, the Communists retaliated 
in kind, usually against Marines manning 
the outposts. One enemy marksman 
wounded ten men before the sun reflecting 
from his ’scope betrayed his position to the 
crew of a 106mm recoilless rifle. 
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The North Vietnamese launched a large- 
scale final attack on the night of 29 Febru¬ 
ary. Alerted by the electronic sensors, 
the defenders called upon mortars, artil¬ 
lery, tactical aircraft, and B-52 heavy bom¬ 
bers to create a barrier of high explosive 
across the approaches to the eastern end 
of the main perimeter. The attack petered 
out before reaching the barbed wire of the 
South Vietnamese Rangers’ position. Two 
weeks later, American intelligence re¬ 
ported that the enemy had begun with¬ 
drawing troops from Khe Sanh. 


Air support—a 
massive effort 


The defense of Khe Sanh called for co¬ 
operation between Air Force, Navy, and 
Marine Corps pilots, as well as airborne 
and ground controllers. Although the 
terminology used by one service might 
momentarily confuse the members of 
^another, clarification had to be prompt. 
Typical of the spirit of cooperation was the 
Marine private whose radio requests called 
up 200 air strikes. Sometimes aircraft of 
different services responded directly to 
instructions from the ground; at other 
times, a forward air controller either 
relayed the request or himself located 
the target. 

The Marine and Air Force forward air 
controllers faced difficult problems as 
they flew low over Khe Sanh. Often, they 
had to make immediate decisions, based 
solely on their observations from the cabin 
of a light aircraft, as to whether a specific 
target should be attacked. For example, 
early in February, Air Force Captain 
Charles Rushforth saw a body of people 
moving westward from Khe Sanh in the 
opposite direction from that followed by 
most refugees. Suspicious, he was on the 
point of calling up artillery fire when a 
final, low altitude, pass convinced him 
that they were genuine refugees, probably 
hoping to salvage their belongings from 
the ruins of Lang Vei. There were many 
such unfortunate stragglers: some 6,000 
refugees had to be excluded from the Khe 
Sanh perimeter after the fall of Lang Vei. 
Attempts to air-lift them from the combat 
zone proved largely ineffectual. 

Weather was both a help and a hindrance 
so far as tactical air support for the besieged 
was concerned. Cloud over North Vietnam 
meant that aircraft directed there could 
be diverted to Khe Sanh. But when low 
cloud hung over the base, the forward air 
controllers’ task was formidable. They 
must grope through the cloud cover, 
locate the target, and then climb again 
above the overcast before directing the 
waiting fighter-bombers to the attack. 


Radar and computers 
guide US combat aircraft 


Radar was invaluable in guiding tactical 
fighters and heavy bombers, as well as in 
bringing transports to Khe Sanh through 
foul weather. Especially important was 
’’Combat Skyspot”, a technique combining 
radar and computer, which enabled a 
ground operator to give a pilot the exact 
moment to drop his bombs in order to hit a 
selected target. The Marines had their own 
radar, controlling both air strikes and 
supply drops. 


Utilizing data from sensors, the fire 
support coordination center at Khe Sanh 
could cover likely avenues of attack with 
combined tactical air, mortar, and artillery 
barrages that could devastate an area up 
to 125 acres (50 hectares). Even more 
impressive were the strikes by B-52 Strato- 
fortresses, when three aircraft flying at 
25,000 feet might drop some 150,000lbs 
(68,000kg) of explosives. When the battle 
was over. General Westmoreland declared 
that the air supply of the base was the 
’’premier air logistical feat of the war”. 

Planning for the relief of Khe Sanh 
began on 25 January, only four days after 
the battle opened —but the Tet offensive 
forced postponement. Finally, on 1 April, 
Major General John J. Tolson, USA, 
launched ’’Operation Pegasus”, spear¬ 
headed by his 1st Air Cavalry Division 
(Airmobile) and an ARVN airborne 
battalion. 

As Tolson’s command advanced towards 
Khe Sanh, the 1st Battalion, 9th Marines, 
attacked an enemy-held hill that dominat¬ 
ed Route 9, the highway for Pegasus. The 
Marines seized the crest against unco¬ 
ordinated opposition; an enemy counter¬ 
attack the following morning, 5 April, 
was thrown back. The first element of 
Pegasus, a South Vietnamese airborne 
company, reached Khe Sanh on 6 April. 
Two days later, the Air Cavalry joined up 
with the Marines. 


Relief of the 
combat base 


Route 9 was cleared for supply traffic by 
12 April, and the skirmishing around 
Khe Sanh itself ended on 14 April — Easter 
Sunday—when Colonel Bruce Meyers, 
who had replaced Colonel Lo wnds, sent out 
two battalions to clear the area northwest 
of the base. Advancing behind a massive 
barrage, the Marines routed the enemy. 

During the advance of General Tolson’s 
column, which continued beyond Khe 
Sanh, the North Vietnamese seemed to 
melt away and the body count and number 
of weapons captured was disappointingly 
small. The enemy’s failure to storm Khe 
Sanh, added to his comparatively feeble 
resistance during Operation Pegasus, 
raised doubts concerning Communists 
strategy. Did the North Vietnamese ever 
intend to seize the base —or were they 
creating a diversion to pin down troops and 
aircraft needed elsewhere in the after- 
math of the Tet offensive? 

President Johnson was convinced that 
the siege was the unsuccessful prelude 
to what was planned as an all-out attack 
along Route 9. However, it is more probable 
that the Tet offensive constituted the main 
Communist effort. Khe Sanh was a de¬ 
sirable objective which the enemy would 
have stormed if the defense had seemed 
’’soft”—but it is unlikely that the North 
Vietnamese ever envisaged the base as a 
second Dien Bien Phu. It is difficult to 
sustain General Walt’s claim that Khe 
Sanh was ’’the most important battle of 
the war”. It has, however, been stated that 
during the 77-day siege, American aircraft 
dropped more than 100,000 short tons of 
bombs on the area around Khe Sanh— 
making it the most heavily-bombed target 
in the history of warfare. 
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1. A-4 Skyhawks on the flight deck of 
USS Hancock'. USN aircraft helped give 
air support to the defenders of Khe 
Sanh. 2. Air strikes drove Communist 
2 soldiers from their trenches to give 
targets to this Marine machine gunner. 

3, Forward Air Controllers directed 
air strikes and artillery; here, a 

USAF FAC's OV-10A Bronco fires smoke 
rockets to mark an enemy position. 

4, Marines occupying the hills north 
of Khe Sanh were supplied by helicop¬ 
ter: these are USMC CH-46 Sea Knights. 

5, US Marines inserted by helicopter 
scramble for positions near the Rock- 
pile, northeast of Khe Sanh. 6 . Marine 
gunners fire on enemy positions around 
Khe Sanh, 7. Between 22 January—31 
March, tactical support aircraft—like 
these USAF F-105 Thunderchiefs on a 

4 "Combat Skyspot" mission—expended 


35,000 tons of bombs and rockets at 
Khe Sanh. 8 . How fire support 
destroyed enemy attacks on Khe Sanh: 

A NVA column is allowed to advance 
until its head approaches the US 
perimeter. Fire is then opened. 

Three 105mm batteries within the base 
fire fixed concentrations (M) forming 
three sides of a box, with the open end 
towards the base. A fourth battery 
fires a walking barrage which moves up 
and down within the box. Infantry deal 
with any enemy emerging from the box's 
open end. Two batteries of 175mm guns 
from the Rockpile and Camp Carroll 
fire fixed linear concentrations (A) 
about 550 yards outside the inner box, 
while fighter-bombers and B-52s 
under radar control drop a rolling 
barrage of ordnance (AF) to smother the 
enemy's reserves. 
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The air war on the 
Laotian supply routes 

Bernard C. Nalty 


A mong the first of President Johnson’s 
advisers to question the effectiveness 
of ’'Rolling Thunder”, the "slow squeeze” 
air offensive on North Vietnam initiated 
in March 1965, was Secretary of Defense 
McNamara. Attacks in 1966 upon oil 
storage depots throughout North Vietnam, 
which McNamara had approved, resulted 
in claims that some 70 percent of the 
North’s storage capacity had been de¬ 
stroyed—but did not impair the effective¬ 
ness of the enemy’s military operations in 
South Vietnam. The North Vietnamese 
continued to import oil, which they now 
dispersed among many small, well-hidden 
depots. 

Thus, Secretary McNamara sought a 
substitute for the bombing, an effort in 
which the resources now committed to 
Rolling Thunder might be deployed with 
fewer risks and a greater return. Some 
American scientists and strategists not in 
government employment were already 
considering how best to employ advanced 
technology against North Vietnamese 
infiltration. As early as January 1966, well 
before the bombing of North Vietnam’s 
oil storage depots, Professor Roger Fisher 
of the Harvard Law School suggested to 
John McNaughton, one of McNamara’s 
assistants, a possible alternative to Rolling 
Thunder. 


The ground-air 
barrier concept 

As submitted by McNaughton, Fisher’s 
plan advocated the creation of a land 
barrier along Route 9, the highway running 
from the coastal plain of South Vietnam, 
past Khe Sanh, and beyond Tchepone in 
Laos. This "interdiction and verification 
zone” would consist of minefields, bunkers, 
ditches, and barbed-wire barriers. Air¬ 
dropped defoliants would strip away 
natural cover all along the barrier. Mc¬ 
Naughton suggested that the bombing of 
North Vietnam could be ended if the 
enemy accepted this zone and stopped 
infiltrating men and materiel into the 
South. 

The Fisher proposal surfaced again in 
Mid-1966, when civilian scientists from 
Harvard University and the Massachu¬ 
setts Institute of Technology proposed 
that an independent group should study 
the potential role of advanced technology 
in Vietnam. Secretary McNamara ap¬ 
proved and arranged that the Institute for 
Defense Analysis, an organization under 
contract to his department, sponsor the 
meeting. In July, 47 scientists and tech¬ 
nicians—among them Dr. Carl Kaysen, 
Dr. George Kistiakowsky, and Dr. Jerome 
Wiesner — met at Wellesley, Massa¬ 
chusetts. One topic scheduled for discus¬ 
sion was the viability of a barrier like that 
suggested by Professor Fisher. 


Throughout the Vietnam 
War trucks and porters 
flooded through Laos, along 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail, 
with materiel for the 
Communists in South 
Vietnam. The network of 
sensors and strongpoints 
planned as the “McNamara 
Line” could not stem the 
flow; nor could intensive 
fighter-bomber activity 
and the awesome fire 
power of US “gunships”. 

The vital task of 
closing the Communists’ 
major supply route was 
never fully accomplished 


The committee’s evaluation of Rolling 
Thunder con^iuded that the air offensive 
thus far "had no measurable direct effect 
on Hanoi’s ability to mount and support 
military operations in the South at the 
current level”. The North Vietnamese 
had ample manpower to restore bombed 
communications and supply routes; the 
Soviet Union and China supplied oil, 
weapons, and other necessary warmateriel. 
The scientists did not believe that an 
intensified Rolling Thunder, including 
the mining of harbors, would pose in¬ 
soluble difficulties to North Vietnam and 
its suppliers. 

The bombing, stated the study group, 
had not altered the Communists’ aim to 
conquer the South. American leadership 
had failed ”to appreciate the fact, well 
documented in historical and social scien¬ 
tific literature, that a direct, frontal 
attack on a society tends to strengthen 
the social fabric ... to increase popular 
support of the existing government, to 
improve the determination of both the 
leadership and the populace to fight 
back . . . and to develop an increased capa¬ 
city for quick repair and restoration of 
essential functions”. 

To replace the bombing campaign, the 
scientists endorsed an anti-infiltration 
barrier extending from the South Viet¬ 
namese coast to Tchepone in Laos. They 
proposed an "air-supported barrier” which 
would stop ground infiltration and halt 
truck traffic down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 
The barrier would vary in complexity from 
a series of conventional strongpoints, 
protected by barbed wire and defending a 
defoliated area several miles deep, to an 
electronically-prepared combat zone 
guarded by patrolling aircraft responding 
to signals from sensors. 

To stop foot traffic, the scientists pro¬ 


posed scattering miniature anti-personnel 
mines. Acoustic sensors would report 
such detonations to a central headquarters 
where an electronic display, showing the 
location of all sensors, would indicate 
which had been activated. Aircraft would 
then bomb the trails where movement had 
been detected. In the case of motor vehicles, 
engine noise or the explosion of anti- 
vehicular mines would trigger the sensors, 
to the same purpose. The scientists esti¬ 
mated the cost of such a barrier at about 
$800 million per year. 

By October 1966, McNamara was com¬ 
mitted to a version of the Fisher Plan, 
proposing that the US spend approxim¬ 
ately $1,000,000,000 to establish an "inter¬ 
diction system” that would "comprise to 
the east a ground barrier of fences, wire, 
sensors, artillery, aircraft, and mobile 
troops; and to the west—mainly in Laos— 
an interdiction zone covered by air-laid 
mines and bombing attacks pinpointed by 
air-laid acoustic sensors”. McNamara 
further suggested that the bombing of 
North Vietnam either be abandoned, or 
that Rolling Thunder should be limited 
to the panhandle region, well south of 
Hanoi and Haiphong. The aircraft thus 
freed could attack the Communists’ in¬ 
filtration and supply routes. 

The latter measure was of considerable 
importance: large-scale infiltration of 
North Vietnamese troops had begun in 
1965 and the increase in Communist troop 
strength within South Vietnam created a 
growing need for supplies. Most cargoes 
entered North Vietnam by rail from 
China, or by sea through the port of Hai¬ 
phong, and then were routed to the Dong 
Hoi vicinity, where the supply line divided. 
Until US and South Vietnamese naval 
patrols intervened—sinking some 1,400 
junks and barges in 1967 alone—large 
quantities of materiel traveled south by 
sea. Combat units and some supplies pene¬ 
trated the DMZ, while the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail provided a secure supply and rein¬ 
forcement route. 


Maintenance of the 
Ho Chi Minh Trail 


The Ho Chi Minh Trail had once been 
little more than a footpath used by guer¬ 
rillas and porters, each estimated to be 
capable of transporting some 601bs (27kg) 
with the aid of a bicycle, but by the end of 
1967 it had become a complex network of 
trails and roads, carefully camouflaged, 
defended by infantry and anti-aircraft 
units, and continuously maintained or 
improved by engineers. Supply dumps, 
rest areas, truck parks, and maintenance 
depots were hidden beneath the jungle 
canopy. Radio and telephone linked the 
various sections of the trail: trucks shut¬ 
tled back and forth between cargo trans- 
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1. "Igloo White"—the USAF's anti¬ 
infiltration campaign: an airman 
prepares to drop a Phase I Air 
Delivered Seismic Detection Sensor 
(ADSID), which will penetrate the 
ground and simulate a plant, from the 
door of a helicopter In flight. 

2. Communist sappers repair a section of 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail after US bombing 
attacks. 3, C-1 23 Providers of the USAF 
1 2th Air Commando Squadron spraying 
defoliant. 
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shipment points; and men marched from 
one bivouac area to another. Interdicting 
movement along the Ho Chi Minh Trail 
was no easy task. 


Rival concepts for 
a defensive line 


Work on both parts of the interdiction 
system began in 1967. The eastern portion, 
nicknamed the "'McNamara Line”, did not 
take the form the Secretary of Defense had 
intended. The enemy, observing Seabees 
moving into position with bulldozers, 
mines, and barbed wire, deployed 152mm 
guns to shell the construction units. 
General Westmoreland, who doubted the 
viability of a continuous defense line, 
canceled construction of the eastern part 
of the barrier, and established instead a 
series of strongpoints sited so as to force 
infiltrators into "corridors” where Ameri¬ 
can planes, artillery, and infantry could 
locate and destroy them. The strongpoints 
served a double purpose: they attracted 
the attention of enemy troop concentra¬ 
tions which could then be subjected to 
swift and savage attack. 

Con Thien, one of the northern strong¬ 
holds, underwent heavy bombardment 
from July 1967 onward, with as many as 
1,000 rounds falling around the US Marine 
defenses of the 520-foot (158m) hill during 
a single day. Aggressive ground patrols 
and aerial bombing kept the enemy from 
storming Con Thien: especially effective 
were pin-point B-52 attacks, delivered 
within 110 yards (100m) of US positions. 
General William Momyer, commander of 
the Seventh Air Force, described his air¬ 
men’s tactics by the acronym SLAM: 
Search, Locate, Annihilate, Monitor. 

The Defense Communications Planning 
Group headed by Lieutenant General 
Alfred Starbird, USA, was responsible for 
developing equipment for the air-supported 
barrier. Created by McNamara in the 
autumn of 1966, Starbird’s group set up an 
electronic surveillance network within 
about a year. By the time of the dry season 
in southern Laos, in October 1967, when 
North Vietnamese trucks were again on 
the move, the computer radio center at 
Nakhon Phanom, Thailand, was picking 
up, interpreting, and displaying data 
reported by sensors and relayed by trans¬ 
mitters in Lockheed "Bat Cat” electronic 
warfare aircraft. 


Pin-point detection 
by electronic means 


From the outset, the system successfully 
detected trucks and furnished information 
on volume of traffic, convoy speed, and 
hours of operation. It has been claimed 
that a tactical analysis officer at Nakhon 
Phanom, picking up an unusual sound 
which the computer identified as a tank 
engine, was able correctly to anticipate 
the attack by Soviet-built light tanks on 
the Lang Vei Special F’orces Camp in 
February 1968 —although his report was 
not believed at the time. 

Despite such accuracy, the anti-truck 
campaign suffered because the Tet offen¬ 
sive forced the Americans to re-deploy the 
aircraft that could have attacked the 
Communist supply routes in southern 
Laos. "Task Force Alpha”, which operated 


the surveillance center, had to abandon 
plans to fix and attack infiltrating troops 
when sensors intended for this purpose 
were instead committed to the defense of 
Khe Sanh. 

Sensor equipment proved so important 
at Khe Sanh, as mentioned earlier, that 
simplified systems featuring portable 
monitoring equipment soon entered 
service with Army, Marine Corps, and 
Navy units throughout South Vietnam. 
Task Force Alpha, however, concentrated 
on stopping the flow of supplies rather than 
the movement of troops, in a series of 
operations called "Commando Hunt”. 

During the dry season (usually from 
November to March) truck traffic in Laos 
reached its peak, and US aircraftdestroyed 
vehicles and bombed truck parks, storage 
areas, and similar facilities that the sensors 
located. The coming of the monsoon 
rains caused traffic to decline; and truck 
"kills” dwindled accordingly. When Presi¬ 
dent Johnson restricted Rolling Thunder 
to the panhandle of North Vietnam, from 
1 April 1968, and then halted the operation 1 
altogether in November of the same year, 
additional aircraft became available for 
Commando Hunt, 


Sensors: tools for 
the truck war 


Battery-powered sensors were at the 
heart of Commando Hunt operations and 
must now be destribed in more detail than 
has been given in the earlier account of 
their role at Khe Sanh. The acoustic type, 
based on a Navy submarine detection 
buoy, was air-dropped, A device intended 
to hang from the treetops where its para¬ 
chute became entangled was called an 
"Acoubuoy”; a sensor mounted on a metal 
probe that plunged into the earth was 
called a "Spikebuoy”. The "Acoubuoy” 
was 3ft (0.9m) long and weighed 261bs 
(11.8kg). The "Spikebuoy” was 5.5ft (1.68m) 
long and weighed 40lbs (18.1kg). The "Ad- 4 
sid” —air-delivered seismic intrusion de¬ 
tector—was widely sown along the roads 
of southern Laos. F-4 Phantoms or slower 
aircraft could deliver the 251b (11.3kg) 
"Adsid”, which buried itself about 30ins 
(76cm) deep so that only its long antenna 
remained visible. Ground vibration also 
triggered the "Acousid” —acoustic and 
seismic intrusion detector - which buried 
most of its 48in (122cm) length in the 
ground. At the base of its antenna was a 
microphone that could be switched on by 
remote control to monitor more closely 
activity that the seismic device had re¬ 
ported. The "Acousid” weighed 371bs. 

From the exterior, the infiltration sur¬ 
veillance center at Nakhon Phanom re¬ 
sembled a hastily-built warehouse. Beside 5 
it stood several steel towers similar to 
those used to support batteries of lights at 
a railroad marshaling yard. Atop these 
pylons were the antennae that maintained 
contact with the sensors. The shape of the 
largest antenna inspired the nickname 
"Dutch Mill”, for the entire complex. 

The nerve center of Dutch Mill was a 
computer which automatically categorized 
and stored all data reported from the 
sensors via the Lockheed Warning Star 
aircraft, and provided the center’s analysts 
with a print-out showing sensor activa¬ 
tions classified by time and location. From 6 
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1. Although road surfaces were cratered 
and many trucks were destroyed by US 
bombing, porters bearing loads of up to 
1 501b (56kg) on specially-modified 
bicycles were still able to travel along 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail 2. This US Navy 
Lockheed OP-2E Neptune flying over Laos 
from Nakhon Phanom, Thailand, carries a 
load of "Spikebuoy" and "Adsid'' sensors 
for sowing along Communist supply routes. 


3. An Adsid (air-delivered seismic in¬ 
trusion detector) falls from a US Navy 
OP-2E over Laos. 4. Strongpoints defend¬ 
ed by aggressive ground patrols—like 
that seen here by men of the US 4th 
Marines at Con Thien in February 1 968 — 
were ultimately favored instead of 
the "MacNamara barrier". 5. US Air Force 
personnel load "Acoubuoy" sensors into 
an SUU-42/A rear-firing dispenser. 6 . A 


US Air Force helicopter drops an Adsid 
sensor over Laos. 7. These Communist 
trucks were hit on their home ground; a 
US Air Force reconnaissance aircraft 
obtained this picture of a truck parking 
area in North Vietnam after a strike by US 
fighter-bombers in July 1 966. 8. On 
impact, the 251b (11.3kg) Adsid sensor 
buries most of its length in the ground, 
leaving only the antenna visible. 
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this information, the analysts established 
traffic patterns. The trucks were off the 
roads before daylight, but examination of 
traffic patterns indicated the possible 
location of their parks or trans-shipment 
points. Additional sensor drops could con¬ 
firm the locations of these installations, 
which were vulnerable to air attacks, 
especially by B-52s. Sensordata also helped 
Air Force intelligence estimate how many 
of the cargo-laden trucks that entered 
Laos actually reached South Vietnam. 


Anti-personnel bomblets 
on the Trail 


The war against trucks involved muni¬ 
tions ranging from pebble-sized XM27 
^'Gravel” mines to 2,0001b (907kg) laser- 
guided bombs. Among the more common 
types of ordnance dropped on the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail were orange-sized bomblets, 
either explosive or incendiary, packed 
inside a canister that burst open after 
release from the aircraft and seeded a 
large area. An anti-personnel bomblet 
thus distributed proved deadly against 
anti-aircraft gunners and, when showered 
upon truck convoys, pierced tires, punc¬ 
tured radiators, and killed or wounded 
drivers. 


Backbone of the 
interdiction force 


In describing Commando Hunt opera¬ 
tions to a Senate subcommittee, the US 
Air Force Director of Operations, Major 
General Maurice Talbott, declared that 
the McDonnell Douglas F-4 Phantom II 
fighter-bomber was the ''backbone of our 
interdiction force”. The daytime threat 
from F-4s and other aircraft forced the 
enemy to run their supply con voys at night. 
Phantoms also patrolled after dark, either 
attacking anti-aircraft positions to protect 
other aircraft or bombing the truck routes. 

When attacking the night convoys, 
some specially-equipped Phantoms oper¬ 
ated under radio guidance from the in¬ 
filtration surveillance centre. Strings of 
sensors planted along carefully-plotted 
stretches of road alerted the analysts at 
Nakhon Phanom to the location and 
general size of a convoy. A display panel 
at Dutch Mill showed a plot of the road net 
and the location of active sensors. The 
computer continuously revised this dis¬ 
play, specifying exactly where the Phan¬ 
tom should bomb to hit the moving target. 

Other aircraft, such as the Air Force 
B'57G Canberra and the Navy A-6 Intruder, 
employed airborne radar or other sensors 
to home in on truck convoys. Airborne 
detection equipment carried by various 
aircraft included low-light-level televi¬ 
sion; infra-red scanners to detect the heat 
from truck motors or camp-fires: and de¬ 
vices capable of picking up the electro¬ 
magnetic signal from a truck’s ignition 
system. Ground radar directed B-52s into 
position to drop their heavy bomb-loads on 
suspected truck parks, maintenance facili¬ 
ties, or supply depots. The plan initiated by 
Secretary McNamara and his scientific 
advisers thus marshaled a complex and 
expensive technology in an effort to defeat 
the truck. 

Especially deadly against trucks were 
the Air Force gunships, converted trans¬ 


port aircraft fitted with low-light-level 
television, infra-red sensors, ignition de¬ 
tectors, night observation scopes, and 
other electronic detection devices. Their 
usual weapons were multi-barrel, rapid- 
fire cannon sighted so that the aircraft 
could circle a target and destroy it with 
explosive shells. Although comparatively 
slow, gunships could remain on station 
throughout the night, when road traffic 
was heaviest. For protection against anti¬ 
aircraft guns, they had a flak-suppression 
escort—usually F-4s carrying napalm or 
anti-personnel bombs. 

The gunship concept had peaceful 
origins. About a decade earlier, Nate Saint, 1 
an American missionary who flew a 
Piper light plane while serving in Ecuador, 
found that he could circle one wing low, 
over a village, and lower food and medicine 
on the end of a 1,000ft (305m) rope. The 
technique of this continuous "pylon turn” 
had obvious military value against guer¬ 
rillas like the Viet Cong, who had no 
fighter cover and little in the way of anti¬ 
aircraft weapons. Using an aiming point 
etched on his port-side window, a pilot 
could circle a target—such as a hostile 
encampment—and keep it under steady 
fire from a fixed gun protruding from the 
side of the cabin. 

During 1964, Captain Ronald Terry of the 
Aeronautical Systems Division at Wright- 
Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio, mounted 
three .50-caliber machine guns in a Convair 
C-131 Samaritan transport and tested the 
theory. Over firing ranges at Eglin Air 
Force Base, Florida, technicians learned 
the ballistic characteristics of weapons 
fired during left-hand pylon turns. In 
effect, they discovered how to make the 
aiming point and the center of impact 
coincide. 


Gunships strike the 
guerrillas by night 


Meanwhile, US Air Force units in 
Vietnam were learning that the night 
belonged to the Viet Cong. During the day, 
light observation planes could detect 
enemy movement and call in air strikes or 
artillery but after sundown the insur¬ 
gents moved almost at will, attacking 
South Vietnamese military outposts and 
defended villages. The supersonic F-IOOD 
Super Sabres that responded to daylight 
strike calls flew too fast to locate targets 
in the darkness. The gunship seemed an 
excellent night-time substitute for the 
fighter-bomber. 

The first gunship to see action in South¬ 
east Asia was the Douglas AC-47, the 
veteran transport, operational since 1935, 
variously known as the "Skytrain”, the 
R4D (US Navy), the "Dakota” (British 
usage), and the "Gooney Bird”. For service 
as a gunship in Vietnam, the AC-47 was 
armed with three multi-barrel 7.62mm 
M133 (gas-driven) or M134 (electric-driven) 
"Miniguns”, machine guns with a rate of 
fire of 6,000 rounds per minute. Aircraft 
thus equipped were nicknamed "Spooky” 
or (from a pop-song of the 1960s) "Puff- 
the-Magic-Dragon”. The pilot used a 
sight at his left shoulder to adjust the 
angle of bank and relied on his experience 
to compensate for the effect of the air¬ 
craft’s forward motion on the trajectory 
of the shells. Because accuracy depended 4 
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1. A USAF Fairchild AC-11 9G Shadow 
gunship: its four Miniguns are comple¬ 
mented by an electronic array includ¬ 
ing night illumination systems, image 
intensifiers. and computer fire-control. 

2 . These multi-barrel 7.62mm Miniguns 
aboard an AC-119 have a rate of fire 

of 6,000 rounds per minute. 3. F-4 
Phantom II: "the backbone of the 
interdiction force". 4. An F-4 Phantom 
is towed across the flight deck of 
USS Ranger, overhead, three Phantoms 
make a downwind approach for recovery. 


5. The veteran Martin B-57 served in 
Vietnam as the B-57G Night Intruder, 
equipped with low-light TV. infra-red 
detection gear, and laser ranging 
devices. 6 . Round-the-clock interdic¬ 
tion aircraft: a Grumman A-6A Intruder 
from USS Constellation. 7. USAF 
Phantom revetments at Ubon Airfield, 
Thailand; the infiltration surveillance 
center at Nakhon Phanom guided 
Phantoms in night attacks on 
Communist truck convoys along the 
Flo Chi Minh Trail. 
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so heavily upon the pilot’s judgment, he 
himself fired the weapons via a button 
on the control column. The ''gunners” in 
the converted cargo compartment reloaded 
and cleared stoppages. 

On night missions, the AC-47 carried a 
flare dispenser operated by an airman who 
bore the nickname "flare kicker”. On an 
AC-47 mission over South Vietnam in 
February 1969, an enemy shell burst 
inside the plane, knocking a "live” flare to 
the cabin floor. Airman 1st Class John 
Levitow, although badly wounded by 
shell fragments, threw himself on the 
smoldering flare, crawled with it to an 
open hatch, and pushed it out just as it 
ignited. Levitow survived his injuries to 
receive the Medal of Honor. 


Electronic aids for 
anti-truck missions 


With its lack of speed (a maximum of 
about 230mph (370kph)), comparatively 
light defensive armament, and crude 
aiming system, the AC-47 was not effective 
against trucks. The task of interdicting the 
movement of vehicles along the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail fell to the more complex AC-119 
Stinger and the AC-130 Spectre. The 
different variants of these aircraft had one 
feature in common—a fire-control com¬ 
puter installed for night attacks on road 
convoys. Target data came from the gun- 
ship’s electronics — radar, infra-red scan¬ 
ners, ignition detectors, night optical 
equipment, television—and the computer 
automatically established a line of aim 
with corrections to compensate for air¬ 
speed, wind, and the ballistic traits of the 
aircraft’s armament. The computer passed 
instructions to the pilot by way of the in¬ 
strument landing display on the control 
panel and the port-side gunsight; elec¬ 
tronics, rather than experience, told him 
what kind of turn to make. 

The AC-119G Shadow was a modification 
of the twin-piston engine, twin-boom 
Fairchild Flying Boxcar, mounting four 
7.62mm Miniguns like those carried by 
the AC-47. The AC-119K Stinger had 
greater firepower, mounting two multi¬ 
barrel 20mm cannon as well as four Mini¬ 
guns. Two underwing, pod-mounted jet 
engines gave the added thrust that enabled 
the Stinger to carry the extra armament, 
make a shorter take-off, and survive the 
loss of one engine. 

The deadliest gunships were reckoned to 
be the AC-130s, variants of the Lockheed 
Hercules transport, which had three basic 
forms. The crew manning the prototype of 
the series reported six trucks set afire in 
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only 15 minutes during the plane’s first 
mission. The AC-130A had slightly heavier 
armament than the Fairchild gunships: 
four 7.62mm guns and four 20mm cannon. 
Some AC-130As and the AC-130Es mounted 
laser target designators to fix targets for 
fighter-bombers carrying laser-guided 
bombs. AC-130As thus equipped mounted 
two 7.62mm Miniguns, two 20mm, and 
two 40mm cannon, while in the AC-130E 
and AC-130H a 105mm howitzer in a 
movable mount replaced one of the 40mm 
weapons. 

The AC-130’s 14-man crew consisted of 
pilot, co-pilot, navigator, flight engineer, 
three sensor operators (one doubling as 
electronic warfare officer), fire control 
officer, five gunners, and an illuminator 
operator—the "'flare kicker”, who now 
operated a searchlight as well as a flare 
dispenser. He had the additional duty of 
watching from the open cargo hatch for 
antiaircraft fire and had to wear a safety 
^harness to keep from being thrown out of 
the plane during sudden maneuvers. 

On a typical mission, an AC-130 Spectre 
with a laser target designator and the 
armament specified above took off into 
the gathering darkness, checked out its 
various sensors, and adjusted its fire 
control computer, usually by firing a 
dozen 40mm rounds at a flare on the ground. 
While escorting F-4s circled high above, 
the gunship’s crew searched the road net 
with its sensors. If anti-aircraft fire was 
encountered, the escorting Phantoms at¬ 
tacked with anti-personnel bombs, napalm, 
or laser-guided weapons. As well as hunting 
blacked-out trucks and watching for anti¬ 
aircraft fire, the men on board the Spectre 
had to be on the alert for other gunships, 
forward air controllers, or fighter-bombers, 
looming suddenly out of the night. 


Many supply traffic 
kills are claimed 


From about 5,000 truck ""kills” claimed 
in the first Commando Hunt operation, 
the number of transport vehicles claimed 
destroyed or damaged increased dramati- 
ally. When the monsoons returned to 
southern Laos in May 1971, US Air Force 
spokesmen claimed 25,000 trucks des¬ 
troyed since November of the previous 
year - with as many as 3,000 knocked out 
by air attack during one week in March. 
Gunships, especially the AC-130A Spectre, 
received credit for most of the destruction, 
although the handful of B-57Gs serving in 
Southeast Asia also scored impressively. 
Fitted with much the same electronic 
devices as the gunships, the B-57G light 
bomber—a much-modified version of the 
British-designed Canberra, built in the 
1950s by Martin and General Dynamics— 
could employ laser-guided ordnance in¬ 
stead of side-firing guns. 

Some military intelligence specialists 
concluded that the 1970-1971 Commando 
Hunt operation had cut deeply into North 
Vietnam’s truck fleet. Although an estim¬ 
ated 8,000 vehicles were in storage in the 
North after the 1971 monsoons, and some 
12,000 arrived during the seasonal inter¬ 
diction campaign, these did not make up 
for the estimated losses on the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail. 

The effects of the truck kills, analysts 
believed, were compounded by the wide 


variety of vehicles available to the North 
Vietnamese. Chinese copies of Russian 
trucks required different spare parts from 
those for the Soviet-built originals; the 
Soviet Union provided six different types 
of truck; Czech, Polish, and East German 
vehicles needed unique replacement parts. 


The real result of 
the “truck war” 


Reported truck kills and the Com¬ 
munists’ apparent logistical problems in- 1 
spired optimism about the ultimate result 
of Commando Hunt. Early in 1971, some 
journalists suggested that the ""truck 
war” was straining the industrial re¬ 
sources of North Vietnam’s major sup¬ 
pliers. It seemed possible thatthose nations 
might decide that the cost of manufacture 
and delivery outweighed the ultimate con¬ 
tribution to world Communism. 

Yet questions persisted about the anti¬ 
truck campaign. If so many vehicles 
loaded with supplies had perished in 2 
Laos, how had the enemy retained the 
initiative in South Vietnam? Did a hit 
from a 20mm or 40mm round ensure that 
both truck and cargo were destroyed? 
Might not the vehicles be repaired or the 
salvaged supplies transferred to another 
truck, to pack animals, or to the shoulders 
or bicycles of porters ? Finally, where were 
the tens of thousands of burned-out wrecks 
that should have littered the roads of 
southern Laos? (To answer this last 
question, irreverent junior officers in¬ 
vented the "Great Laotian Truck Eater”, 
a monster which arose before dawn to 
devour the vehicles killed during the 
night!) 

The war against trucks did no^ prevent— 
although it may have delayed —the build¬ 
up of Communist forces in South Vietnam 
prior to the March 1972 invasion. In assess¬ 
ing the effects of Commando Hunt opera¬ 
tions, those who claimed victory dis¬ 
regarded problems other than the difficulty 
of destroying a loaded truck. Interdiction 
on the Ho Chi Minh Trail could not, by 
itself, fatally wound the enemy in South 3 
Vietnam—for as long as he retained the 
initiative, he could vary his operations 
according to the resources to hand. To 
make the truck war really effective. South 
Vietnamese forces should have sup¬ 
plemented US air operations by maintain¬ 
ing unremitting pressure, compelling the 
enemy to expend lives and materiel, 
throughout the year. This they did not do. 
The North Vietnamese could, therefore, 
wage war despite their comparatively 
meager flow of supplies and reinforce¬ 
ments. Nor were bombing operations able 
to prevent the enemy from expanding and 
improving his supply routes: each year, 
US intelligence detected more miles of 
better-constructed roadway. 

In planning the campaign against in¬ 
filtration, Secretary McNamara and his 
scientists demanded too much of techno¬ 
logy. The "barrier” concept finally proved 
no more effective than Rolling Thunder, 
the bombing campaign it was designed to 
replace. Neither operation inflicted un¬ 
acceptable losses on the North Vietnamese 
— and their cost to the Soviet Union and 
North Vietnam’s other suppliers was 
insignificant compared to what the United 
States expended in continuing the war. 4 
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1. Most powerful gunship—the Lockheed 
AC-1 30: the AC-1 30H's armory comprised 
a 105mm howitzer, a 40mm cannon, two 
. 20mm cannon, and two 7.62mm Miniguns, 
with optional grenade dispenser, bombs, 

I rockets, and missiles. 2. This view of 
I an AC-1 30 gunship clearly shows its 
I 20mm and 40mm mountings: in the gun 
I ship role this aircraft carried a 14- 
I man crew—pilot and co-pilot, navig- 
I ator. flight engineer, three sensor 
I operators, fire control officer, five 
I gunners, and "flare kicker" 3. The 
I navigator of a USAF AC-47 gunship: 

I AC-47S based at Tan Son Nhut in Nov- 

I ember 1 965 were the first to serve in 

f this role. 4. A downed USAF C-1 23 
ji Provider is lifted by a US Army CH-54 
Tarhe helicopter: Providers with night 
1 sensors and cannon served as AC-1 23K 
gunships. 5. "Puff the Magic Dragon": 
night action for a 7.62mm Minigun of an 
AC-47 gunship, 6 . This enlargement from 
an aerial photograph, taken by a 
USAF RF-4C Phantom in late 1 967, shows 
the high quality reproduction of the 
reconnaissance camera then on test. 

7. An aerial reconnaissance photo- 
I graph shows the destruction caused in 
I a supply and staging area on the Ho 
I Chi Minh Trail in a raid by USAF, 

I USN,and USMC aircraft. 
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Vietnamization: the 
south must save itself 

Dr. Jeffrey]. Clarke 


A lthough Presidents Kennedy and 
Johnson had characterized the war 
in Vietnam as a struggle that only the 
South Vietnamese themselves could win 
or lose, the military forces of the Saigon 
regime had played only a minor role on the 
battlefield since 1965. American tactical 
units, with their tremendous firepower, 
mobility, and logistical support, were 
best suited to operations against large 
conventional Communist combat units; 
South Vietnamese forces, largely infantry, 
seemed best employed in local security 
operations directed against small, locally- 
recruited Viet Cong guerrilla groups. But 
this division of tasks began slowly to 
change in 1967, when restrictions on the 
number of American troops committed, 
dictated by Washington, forced General 
Westmoreland to reconsider the role of 
the ARVN and selectively to increase their 
part in conventional combat operations. 
The process was accelerated in 1968— 
when some kind of peace settlement after 
a mutual withdrawal of American and 
North Vietnamese troops seemed possible 
—and after the Tet offensive, when a series 
of US programs to enlarge and modernize 
the South Vietnamese Army was initiated. 
At the end of 1968, however, there was still 
no basic change in military roles and mis¬ 
sions; American forces still played the 
major part in the war effort. 


Nixon implements his 
withdrawal plans 


Following his inauguration in January 
1969, President Richard M. Nixon quickly 
moved to change this situation. His policy 
was that the United States should provide 
arms and logistical support to Allied 
nations engaged in internal counter¬ 
insurgency operations, but no combat 
forces, especially ground troops. Allied 
armies, such as the ARVN, must do their 
own fighting. The new administration 
put this policy into effect almost 
immediately. In April, the US Secretary of 
Defense ordered the American military 
chiefs to prepare a withdrawal plan for US 
troops in South Vietnam. On 8 June, at 
a conference held at Midway Island be¬ 
tween Presidents Nixon and Thieu, the 
administration announced that an initial 
25,000 American troops would be with¬ 
drawn from South Vietnam almost im¬ 
mediately. Subsequent announcements, 
on 16 September and 15 December, stipu¬ 
lated the withdrawal of 35,000 and 50,000 
troops respectively. 

There was never any comprehensive 
withdrawal plan or schedule: the 1969 
measures and subsequent withdrawals 
were decided on a "'cut and try” process 
largely dictated by American public 
opinion, the current level of Viet Cong 
activity, and the apparent improvements 


Revelation of the My 
Lai massacre fueled 
anti-war feeling in the 
USA in 1969. President 
Nixon had come to power 
with a promise to reduce 
US commitment, but the 
rate of withdrawal had to 
depend on the capacity 
of the South Vietnamese 
to take over the major 
role. Modern American 
equipment and training 
could be provided 
—but deep-seated 
political and social 
problems hampered the 
process of Vietnamization 


in South Vietnamese military capabilities. 
By the end of 1969, there was no question 
that US ground involvement in the Viet¬ 
nam war was being terminated —and it 
was highly unlikely that, once started, 
this policy could ever be reversed. 

By this time much had already been 
done to improve the Saigon government’s 
military resources. Since the arrival of 
American troops in 1965, South Viet¬ 
namese military leaders had been con¬ 
stantly urged and assisted by their US 
advisers to rebuild and reform their 
forces —with mixed results. 

Between 1965 and 1968, ARVN strength 
rose from 250,000 to 427,000 troops. The 
territorial security forces — Regional 
Forces and Popular Forces — increased 
from 264,000 to 393,000. The four original 
corps headquarters, one for each tactical 
zone, were retained, and the number of in¬ 
fantry divisions remained at ten, each with 
three regiments of four rifle battalions. 
Most expansion took place in the combat 
support forces. By 1968, divisional mortar 
battalions had disappeared; each division 
had two 105mm howitzer battalions, an 
armored cavalry squadron of light tanks 
and armored personnel carriers, and 
expanded engineer, signal, logistic, and 
other combat service support units. The 
four corps headquarters controlled 
several 155mm artillery battalions, 20 
'Tlanger” light infantry battalions, signal 
and engineer groups, and special area 
logistical commands with their own ord¬ 
nance, quartermaster, transportation, and 
depot units. The reserve forces, controlled 
directly by the Joint General Staff, the 
South Vietnamese high command, con¬ 
sisted of airborne and marine units which 
had been raised from brigade to division 
strength. 


In contrast, the territorial forces were 
still divided primarily into Regional Force 
rifle companies and Popular Force rifle 
platoons, controlled by the 44 provincial 
chiefs and their subordinate districts. 
Vietnamese efforts to weld these forces 
into larger units were successfully resisted 
by American advisers. 

In the aftermath of the Tet offensive, the 
Thieu regime finally announced general 
mobilization and the United States began 
intensive efforts to modernize South Viet¬ 
nam’s armed forces. Initial modernization 
programs replaced World War Il-vintage 
weapons with modern American materiel: 
M16 automatic rifles, M60 machine guns, 
and M79 grenade launchers. Subsequent 
programs replaced outdated radios, gener¬ 
ators, vehicles, and other mechanical 
equipment of all types. Much of the equip¬ 
ment thus replaced had been inherited 
from the French or sent to South Vietnam 
in the 1950s, and was worn out rather than 
obsolete. 

Modernization programs in 1968 and 
1969 affected troop strength and organiza¬ 
tion. While the number of basic rifle units 
in the ARVN—infantry, ranger, airborne, 
and marine units—remained the same, 
supporting units and territorial security 
forces were greatly expanded. Such US- 
inspired expansion constituted one of the 
basic tenets of Vietnamization, and was 
tied to general strategy or policy in two 
ways. - 

First, it was expected that more powerful 
Regional and Popular Forces would free 
regular ARVN rifle battalions for offensive 
operations. In 1968-1972, the strength of 
the territorials rose steadily to the half a 
million mark and beyond. For similar 
reasons, the National Police were also 
greatly expanded. By 1972 the Saigon 
government had a police force 116,000 
strong and a territorial security army of 
550,000 troops in about 1,679 Regional 
Force companies and 8,356 Popular Force 
platoons. 


Encouraging the build-up 
of indigenous strength 


The second hope of American planners 
was that the expansion of the South Viet¬ 
namese combat support forces would 
greatly increase the offensive power of the 
rifle battalions, while a similar expansion 
in the size of the logistical supporting force 
would give these units better endurance 
in the field. Thus, the United States ap¬ 
proved an increase in the number of 
armored cavalry squadrons from ten to 
twenty; allocated four artillery battalions 
for each division and more for the corps 
headquarters; and created 18 helicopter 
squadrons with over 500 machines. Similar 
increases in numerical strength took 
place in engineer, signal, ordnance, mili- 
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1. The first South Vietnamese Ranger 
units were formed in the early 1 960s 
by President Diem—against US advice — 
for counter-guerrilla operations; here, 
a Ranger in Cholon tosses a grenade 
into a Viet Cong-held building. June 
1968. 2. South Vietnamese Marines 
prepare to set out on an operation 
to cut an enemy supply route in the 
Rach Gia area, Mekong Delta. November 
1 968. 3. Anxious to discuss the with¬ 
drawal of US troops. President Richard 
M. Nixon meets President Nguyen Van 
Thieu of South Vietnam at Midway 
Island, June 1 969. 










tary police, transportation, medical, naval, 
and air units over the same period. 

In 1970, the US Secretary of Defense 
approved the Consolidated Improvement 
and Modernization Program (nicknamed 
"Crimp"’). This attempted to outline the 
establishment of South Vietnamese armed 
forces after all American units had de¬ 
parted. Along with selected increases in 
support units and territorial forces, Crimp 
took into account such factors as the 
employment of civilian contractors to 
operate the extremely complex long-range 
communications system in South Vietnam, 
and to perform certain maintenance tasks 
temporarily beyond the capabilities of the 
South Vietnamese. Under the auspices of 
Crimp—which US planners reviewed and 
modified almost continuously—the United 
States later turned over anti-aircraft 
weapons, anti-tank missiles, 175mm self- 
propelled guns, and M48 main battle tanks 
to the ARVN. 


A residual support 
force is envisaged 

Crimp, like the early modernization 
programs, was guided by several factors. 
First, American military planners ex¬ 
pected to retain a large "residual support 
force” in Vietnam, or, should the North 
Vietnamese decide to withdraw all their 
regular units, a large advisory contingent. 
Second, they expected that the United 
States would continue to support the South 
Vietnamese armed forces logistically with 
supplies, munitions, equipment, and, for 
certain complex types of equipment, main¬ 
tenance. Combat support from fighter- 
bombers and B-52 heavy bombers was also 
expected to be available for an indefinite 
period. Any peace agreement which might 
reduce this support would, it was hoped, 
be matched by similar reductions on the 
Communist side. 

It was planned that once American with¬ 
drawal was completed, all of the ground 
fighting would be done by revitalized and 
modernized South Vietnamese armed 
forces. The territorials and police would 
accomplish all area security tasks; the 
ARVN would engage the enemy in remote 
jungle and western border areas. Although 
the Saigon forces lacked the huge US air 
transportation network, mobility would 
be achieved through the new system of 
modem paved highways built in the last 
five years by American, South Vietnamese, 
and contractor engineers, and maintained 
by the ARVN’s expanded engineer force. 
Finally, the Civilian Irregular Defense 
Groups (CIDGs)—the Montagnard border 
force created by the US Army Special 
Forces—would constitute special Ranger 
battalions, reinforced with their own 
105mm artillery platoons, to blunt any 
major Communist thrust over the border. 
Although never detailed in any one docu¬ 
ment or plan, this was the operational 
strategy of General Abrams, Westmore¬ 
land’s successor, and his South Viet¬ 
namese counterparts. 

But it was questionable whether new 
equipment and reorganization could turn 
the South Vietnamese military into an 
effective fighting force. In February 1969, 
a survey of key American field commanders 
in South Vietnam revealed their convic¬ 
tion that Saigon’s forces might be able to 


deal with a residual or indigenous Viet 
Cong threat, but that they could not be 
expected to cope with North Vietnamese 
regulars unless the South Vietnamese 
military and political systems were com¬ 
pletely overhauled. The US field com¬ 
manders’ response emphasized that the 
various modernization and improvement 
plans never truly tackled the basic pro¬ 
blems of the South Vietnamese military 
establishment. These problems were well 
known to American military and political 
leaders—but finding solutions which did 
not threaten the stability of the Saigon 
government seemed impossible. The most 
serious difficulties stemmed from the 
organizational and administrative struc¬ 
ture of the military system, involving the 
appointment of officers, promotions, pay, 
and assignments. A second problem 
centered on South Vietnamese military 
and civilian morale, and the failure of the 
Thieu regime to gain popular support. A 
final weakness was the regime’s reliance 
on American-dictated military planning 
that left the strategic initiative entirely 
with the enemy. 

Since the fall of Diemin 1963, the military 
and political leadership of South Vietnam 
had been inseparable, and no strong 
civilian leadership had emerged. Despite 
American advice, the Vietnamese generals 
had never opened up the officer corps to the 
lower economic classes: the corps had 
remained a relatively uniform group, 
recruited primarily from the urban middle 
class. Potential leaders of peasant origin 
normally could not meet the educational 
requirements for officer candidates and 
thus were ignored. As a result, the average 
South Vietnamese officer was com¬ 
paratively sophisticated and wealthy, and 
often found it difficult to relate to enlisted 
men who almost all came from rural areas. 


Social factors affect 
military strength 


Another problem stemmed from Viet¬ 
namese social tradition and the political 
orientation of the army. Traditionally, 
family ties and personal loyalty were much 
more highly valued than experience or 
ability. Promotions and assignments were 
often based on such bonds, rather than 
merit; ambitious officers often shunned 
combat commands for more prestigious 
staff posts where they might find the favor 
of some important benefactor. Equally, 
general officers filling major command 
posts were often chosen for their loyalty to 
the government rather than for their 
ability. The same factors, combined with 
low pay, also made lucrative civilian posts 
at provincial and district headquarters 
more desirable: as early as 1965 most of 
these posts were filled by military ap¬ 
pointees. Thus, corruption and favoritism 
were accepted as a normal part of military 
life. The result was a severe deficiency in 
combat leadership which could not be 
solved by special leadership courses based 
on American textbooks, or even by more 
training and better weapons. But it seemed 
impossible to disentangle the military from 
the political system of the country without 
having the government fall apart. 

The organization of the ARVN also 
posed problems. With the exception of the 
airborne and marine divisions, and the 


Anti-Communist Military Forces 
in Vietnam, 1959-1971 

1959 SVN Armed Forces: 1 77.200 
regulars. 102.000 territorials (Regional 
Forces. Popular Forces). US Forces: 
C.650 advisers 

1 960 SVN Armed Forces: 146.000 
regulars, 97.000 territorials. US Forces: 
800 Army. 1 00 other services 

1961 US Forces; 2,100 Army. 1,100 
other services 

1962 US Forces: 7,900 Army. 3,400 
other services 

1963 US Forces: 10,100 Army, 

6,200 other services 

SVN Armed Forces: 250.000 
regulars. 264.000 territorials. US Forces: 

14,700 Army. 8,600 other services 
Free World Military Assistance Forces: 
200 Australia. 200 Republic of Korea. 

30 New Zealand. 20 Taiwan, 

1 7 Republic of the Philippines 

1965 US Forces (March): 1 5,600 Army, 

1 3,500 other services; (Dec) 11 6,800 
Army, 67,500 other services. Free World 
MAF: 20.620 Republic of Korea. 1,557 
Australia, 11 9 New Zealand, 72 
Republic of the Philippines. 20 Taiwan, 

1 6 Thailand 

1966 US Forces (Mar): 1 37,400 Army. 
93,800 other services; (Dec) 239,400 
Army. 245.900 other services. Free 
World MAF: 45.566 Republic of Korea, 
4.525 Australia, 2,061 Republic of the 
Philippines, 244 Thailand, 1 55 New 
Zealand, 23 Taiwan, 1 3 Spain 

1967 SVN Armed Forces: 343.000 
regulars, 300,000 territorials. US Forces 
(Mar): 264,600 US Army, 1 56.300 
other services; (Dec) 31 9.500 Army. 

1 66,100 other services. Free World 
MAF: 47.829 Republic of Korea, 6,81 8 
Australia. 2,205 Thailand. 2.020 
Republic of the Philippines. 534 New 
Zealand, 31 Taiwan. 1 3 Spain 

1968 SVN Armed Forces: 427.000 
regulars. 393,000 territorials. US Forces 
(Mar): 337,300 Army. 1 77,900 other 
services; (Dec) 359,800 Army. 176,300 
other services. Free World MAF: 50,003 
Republic of Korea. 7.661 Australia. 

6,005 Thailand. 1,576 Republic of the 
Philippines. 516 New Zealand, 29 
Taiwan, 1 2 Spain 

1969 SVN Armed Forces: 493,000 
regulars. 404.000 territorials. US Forces 
(Jan peak US strength): 365,600 Army. 

1 76,800 other services; (Dec) 330,300 
Army, 144,1 00 other services. Free 
World MAF: Republic of Korea, 

1 1,568 Thailand. 7,672 Australia, 552 
New Zealand. 1 89 Republic of the 
Philippines. 29 Taiwan, 10 Spain 

1970 SVN Armed Forces: 51 5.000 
regulars. 453.000 territorials. US Forces 
(Mar): 321.400 Army. 1 27,100 other 
services: (Dec) 250,700 Army. 85,100 
other services. Free World MAF: 48,537 
Republic of Korea, 1 1,586 Thailand. 

6,763 Australia, 441 New Zealand, 74 
Republic of the Philippines, 31 Taiwan, 

7 Spain 

1971 SVN Armed Forces: 516,000 
regulars. 532,000 territorials. US Forces 
(Mar): 227,600 Army. 74.300 other 
services; (June) 197,500 Army, 53,400 
other services 
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1. General Creighton W. Abrams. USA— 
seen with men of the US 1 st Cavalry 
Division (Airmobile) near the Cambodian 
border—took over as Commander. MACV. 
in mid-1 968. 2. It was planned that after 
the US withdrawal ethnic minority 
troops like these would form special 
Ranger battalions to guard border 
areas. 3. A Biet Hai tribesman with an 
M1 6 rifle makes radio contact with his 
headquarters, 4. President Nixon came 
to office with a promise of disengage- 
ment in Southeast Asia; here, he greets 
US troops while visiting South Vietnam 
in July 1 969. 5. Under the "Crimp" 
program initiated in 1 970, large stocks 
of US weapons were given to the South 
Vietnamese: this Marine manning the 
Citadel at Quang Tri in 1 972 is armed 
with an M79 grenade launcher. 
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small units resembling the US Special 
Forces, all ARVX units were territorial in 
the worst sense of the term. Each unit 
maintained its own recruiting force and 
supplemented government draftees with 
its owTi acquisitions; in either case, its 
members were normally drawn from the 
population near the unit's home base. 
These local ties were further reinforced by 
the traditional close social and economic 
relationship, common in Asian countries, 
between the soldier and his extended 
family. Paternalistic unit commanders 
often considered the security and well¬ 
being of their soldiers' dependents a per¬ 
sonal responsibility: the soldiers them¬ 
selves often depended on their families for 
extra income and for the performance of 
domestic chores of all kinds. Under Ameri¬ 
can sponsorship, some improvements were 
made in the weak South Vietnamese Post- 
Exchange/Commissary system, but unit 
messes remained rare and housing for 
dependents marginal. Most bases were 
surrounded by ramshackle settlements of 
military’ dependents. Until the invasion of 
Cambodia in 1970, South Vietnamese units 
rarely operated very far from their home 
bases, and families would often visit, and 
sometimes even live with, soldiers in the 
field. 

Such factors made it almost impossible 
for the ARVX to achieve anything ap¬ 
proaching the mobility of X^orth Viet¬ 
namese military units. Each ARVX 
infantry* division was normally confined 
to a fixed Division Tactical Area in one of 
the four corps zones. Its subordinate 
regiments and battalions were also as¬ 
signed fixed operational zones. Regional 
Force. Popular Force. Police, and military 
support units were, if anything, even more 
firmly rooted to specific areas, while the 
border camps of the Montagnard soldiers 
were usually situated near their own 
tribal areas. Moving such forces from their 
home areas often triggered mass desertions. 
Indeed, many volunteer soldiers had 
secretly paid substantial sums of money 
in order to join units as close to their 
homes and families as possible. The system 
had the advantage of making military 
service more attractive, thus greatly 
aiding recruitment. In view of the large 
size of the armed forces in relation to the 
total male population. US military ad¬ 
visers generally approved of the system, 
feeling the local recruitment led to better 
military-civilian relationships — and also 
denied recruits to the Viet Cong. But the 
resulting military force tended to be overly 
locally-oriented, defensive-minded, and 
lacking in mobility. 

Association program to 
raise AR'VN skills 


In an effort to improve South Vietna¬ 
mese military' capabilities. General 
Abrams sponsored a country-wide program 
associating Vietnamese units \^dth similar 
American formations. He hoped that 
American skills, techniques, and aggres¬ 
sive qualities would somehow "rub off" 
on to the participating South Vietnamese 
forces: at the same time, they would be 
gradually eased into their new responsi¬ 
bilities as the US units departed. The idea 
was not a new one: since 1965, the US 
Marine Corps had pursued a program 


mating special Marine rifle platoons with 
Popular Force units of the same size 
guarding hamlets and villages. General 
Westmoreland had done the same on a 
larger scale in 1966. in an effort to animate 
the three "cowp” divisions (i.e., those 
most closely concerned with govern¬ 
mental stability) near Saigon. The pro¬ 
gram had culminated in 1967 with 
"Operation Fairfax", an integrated effort 
by the US 199th Light Infantry Brigade 
and a South Vietnamese Ranger group 
on the outskirts of the capital. 

The main faults of the program included 
its decentralized implementation, lack of 
follow’-up. and vague objectives. Once the 
American units left, usually to take part 
in some conventional combat operation, 
the South Vietnamese units lost most of 
their newiy acquired aggressiveness — 
partly because they lacked the vast amount 
ofartiller>\ armor, air, signal, andlogistical 1 
strength available to the Americans, and 
thus could not operate successfully in the 
same manner. Also, South Vietnamese 
commanders, wdth no fixed tour of duty and 
no system of assignment rotation, tended 
to become w^ar-weary and found it difficult 
to duplicate the enthusiasm of their 
American counterparts. 

A notable exception w^as the South 
Vietnamese 1st Infantry Division, based 
at Hue to the north, w^hose performance 
often rivaled that of the nearby elite US 
airmobile and Marine units. Credit for the 
division’s superior performance w’as due 2 
mainly to its commander. General Xgoc 
Quang Truong, one of the best ARVX 
officers. Truong, howev’er, w’as an excep¬ 
tion: most South Vietnamese units 
stumbled along with adequate but hardly 
inspiring commanders. 


South Vietnam’s lack 
of training facilities 


The association program launched by 
Abrams in 1969 w’as more extensiv^e than 
previous efforts—but in other aspects 3 
there was little difference. Almost all US 
militarv' units took some part in the effort, 
from the support forces of the 1st Logistical 
Command to the land-clearing plow’ com¬ 
panies of the engineers. But there w’as still 
no centralized direction to ensure opera¬ 
tional uniformity: no master plan to 
coordinate association programs with 
troop w’ithdraw’als. Implementation of 
the program w’as left to individual com¬ 
manders. 

The most successful association pro¬ 
grams were those closely coordinated w’ith 
the activ’ation and training of new’ South 
Vietnamese units. An excellent example of 
what could be done w’as the extensive 
on-the-job training of Vietnamese heli¬ 
copter pilots W’ith US Army aviation units 
in 1970 and 1971, both before and during 
the formation of the new’ South Vietnamese 
helicopter units. US militarv’ planners 
carefully monitored the entire transition - 
but even so the problem of providing 
highlv’-trained repair and maintenance 
crews W’as not solved satisfactorily. 

The US Xavy, for its part, virtually 
dumped hundreds of v^essels and much 
sophisticated equipment on the unprepar¬ 
ed South Vietnamese Xav’y. Similarly, the 
abrupt withdraw’al of US Army combat 
units often left South Vietnamese ground 4 
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I I . Watched by an American instructor, 
a South Vietnamese trainee assembles 
an Ml 6 rifle at the US Navy's Small 
Boat School, Saigpcn, December 1969. 

2. The US Navy's Intermediate Support 
Base at Thuan An, near Hue, is turned 
over to the Vietnamese Navy in Oct¬ 
ober 1 971; the USN was criticized for 
I "dumping" sophisticated equipment on 

f an unprepared ally. 3. Only in the 
I United States were top-class training 

I facilities available: South Vietnamese 

I Navy recruits at the US Naval Training 
[ Center, San Diego. California, in Decem- 
^ ber 1968. 4. South Vietnamese Marines 
m parade as 80 US Navy river patrol 
I boats are transferred to the Vietnamese 
I Navy. October 1 969 5. Learning to use 
newly-acquired equipment: a US Navy 
I gunner's mate and a Vietnamese trainee 

^ aboard a patrol boat on the Vinh Te 

V Canal 6 . A USMC mortarman instructs 
I ARVN troops on the 60mm mortar. 7. 
f Vietnamese Marines wait to board UH-1 
! Iroquois helicopters during joint US/ 

: ARVN operations in the Mekong Delta 



forces to defend vast stretches of territory 
with no opportunity gradually to ap¬ 
preciate and assume their new responsi¬ 
bilities. Their lack of firepower and 
mobility on the American scale only made 
the transition more difficult. US com¬ 
manders who tried to ease the transition 
were often hampered by lack of guidance 
from their superiors —or by the need for 
secrecy and by the reluctance of some 
ARVN general officers to play a combat 
role. Thus, despite its scope, Abrams’ 
association effort had, at best, limited and 
local benefits: it may have made the exist¬ 
ing South Vietnamese leadership more 
secure, but without achieving the desired 
improvements. 

Training remained another weak point 
of the ARVN. Many US officers felt that 
there was not enough time to provide the 
South Vietnamese with the supply and 
maintenance capability needed to sustain 
an enlarged and modernized army. To fill 
highly-skilled jobs, suitable personnel 
needed to be selected, given extensive 
English-language training, schooled for 
long periods at American training centers, 
and then returned to Vietnam for several 
years’ on-the-job instruction, before they 
achieved true proficiency. Attempts to 
speed up this process could only be un¬ 
satisfactory: ashortageofproperly-trained 
personnel reduced the efficiency of 
Saigon’s expanded air, naval, and com¬ 
munications units. 

The domestic training system of the 
South Vietnamese armed forces was open 
to even more serious criticism. Outwardly, 
Vietnamese training camps and military 
schools resembled those of the US Army, 
with five national camps for basic and unit 
training and several specialized camps for 
rangers, special forces, airborne, and 
marine forces, as well as divisional and 
territorial training centers serving specific 
units and geographical areas. The elab¬ 
orate officer-training system involved a 
Military Academy at Dalat, modeled on 
West Point; a National War College and a 
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Staff College also on the American model; 
and various service schools for infantry, 
armor, transportation, engineers, intel¬ 
ligence, and other specialist branches of 
the armed forces. One innovation, a 
school for political warfare officers, was 
based on a similar system established i n the 
Republic of China (Taiwan). Most of these 
special facilities had a small detachment 
of American advisers and were compara¬ 
tively well-endowed with classrooms, 
administrative facilities, training aids, 
and US training manuals in translation. 

The quality of the instructors was the 
major deficiency of Vietnamese training 
establishments. ARVN commanders never 
put a high value on training and tended to 
use training centers as a dumping ground 
for their worst officers. Because there was 
no centralized officer rotation system, 
such instructors, often with no combat 
experience, tended to fill their positions 
indefinitely. It was not uncommon for 
'ARVN officers dismissed from combat 
operations for incompetence or corruption 
to be given senior positions at such estab¬ 
lishments as the Infantry School at Thu 
Due, the Staff College or the Military 
Academy at Dalat, or even the Training 
Directorate of the Joint General Staff— 
where, presumably, they would find it 
impossible to get into more trouble. 
Officers were rarely cashiered except in 
cases of gross insubordination or dis¬ 
loyalty, which were often punished by 
imprisonment or exile. Seldom was an 
officer dismissed for incompetence. 

The American commanders were aware 
of their ally’s leadership problems, but 
feared that any abrupt or far-reaching 
reform of the officer corps might threaten 
the stability of a government dependent, 
for the forseeable future, on military 
support. The traumatic "'coup period” of 
1963-1965 was always in the minds of US 
advisers. American military leaders never¬ 
theless tried to insure that South Viet¬ 
namese combat commanders down to 
battalion level were the best available, and 
that unsatisfactory officers were posted 
elsewhere. This policy, while never clearly 
articulated, was followed between 1965 
and 1973, proving successful in its limited 
objective of providing the ARVN with at 
least a veneer of competent leadership. A 
major drawback was that good officers 
thus identified and placed in responsible 
positions were often overworked, while 
officers holding staff positions, command¬ 
ing support units, or supervising training 
programs were often less than satisfactory 
and contributed little to the war effort. 


One aim of Vietnamization: 
cutting US casualties 


One important objective of the Viet¬ 
namization program was the reduction of 
American combat casualties in order to 
make the continuation of the war more 
acceptable to the American public. Fewer 
casualties meant less anti-war feeling and 
correspondingly greater freedom for the 
US administration in such matters as the 
bombing campaign. South Vietnamese 
militar>^ expansion, a slower withdrawal 
schedule, and greater activity in Thailand, 
Laos, and, perhaps, Cambodia. In 1969, 
however, the administration suffered two 
major setbacks in efforts to make the 




Vietnam commitment acceptable to the 
American public: the ’’Hamburger Hill” 
assault in May, and, even more damaging, 
the revelation of the My Lai massacre. 

The first incident was just one episode in 
what had become a thoroughly frustrating 
war for the US commanders. After the Tet 
offensive, the character of the war had 
slowly changed. By 1969, wary of American 
firepower—and anticipating the with¬ 
drawal of US troops from South Vietnam — 
the Communist leaders sought to avoid 
combat and conserve their military 
strength. Most large Viet Cong and North 
Vietnamese regular units took refuge 
beyond the Cambodian and Laotian 
borders. Communist units remaining in 
South Vietnam broke down into platoons 
and squads of ten to thirty men and lay 
low in remote jungle base areas and 
strongholds. 


The unnecessary assault 
on “Hamburger Hill” 


In response, American and some South 
Vietnamese units also redeployed in small 
groups. The ensuing operations were 
characterized by constant patrolling, small 
ambushes, and occasional skirmishes last¬ 
ing only a few minutes. The year saw three 
Viet Cong successes in well-coordinated 
but extremely minor hit-and-run opera¬ 
tions. For example, on 11 August, small 
Viet Cong detachments attacked 179 
widely-scattered bases with artillery fire— 
mainly mortars or long-range rockets 
fired in small salvos —and simultaneously 
launched a number of ground attacks. 
Damage was minimal, but the Viet Cong 
had demonstrated their continued ability 
to conduct larger operations if they chose 
to do so. 

Earlier in the year, to halt such harassing 
attacks, US commanders had launched 
many sweeps through suspected enemy 
base areas and artillery sites—including 
the Michelin Rubber Plantation north of 
Saigon; the coast of Quang Nam province 
south of Da Nang; and, on 10 May, in the 
A Shau Valley along South Vietnam’s 
northern border with Laos. Here, on 14 
May, ARVN units and American troops 
of the 101st Airborne Division assaulted 
Hill 937—Ap Bia Mountain, or ’’Ham¬ 
burger Hill”—about one mile from the 
Laos frontier. The initial attacks were 
repulsed by entrenched Viet Cong and the 
action became a battle of attrition between 
opposing infantry forces. Finally, after 
nine assaults over six days of heavy fight¬ 
ing in which severe losses were incurred 
US and ARVN forces took the hill —only 
to abandon the virtually worthless objec¬ 
tive several days later. The battle had 
occurred only because the Viet Cong had 
elected to stand and fight where the terrain 
was to their advantage; once the US com¬ 
mitted large forces, the VC withdrew 
across the Laos border. The American 
infantry assault was a tactical blunder; 
observers commented that more use should 
have been made of artillery or B-52 strikes. 

To the American public, the rapid 
abandonment of such hard-won territory 
seemed to typify the purposelessness of 
the war. As one of the few major actions of 
1969, Hamburger Hill received more than 
its warranted share of press coverage and 
consequent domestic attention. Other 
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1. A South Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) 
Northrop F-5 Freedom Fighter is over¬ 
hauled at the VNAF's Air Logistics 
Command Facility, Bien Hoa, April 1 971: 
the F-5 was operational with the VNAF 
from June 1967. 2 . Newly-commissioned 
ARVN reserve officers from the Thu Due 
School parade in Saigon. 3 . The 
Michelin Rubber Plantation was subjec¬ 
ted to periodic sweeps: here, US 
medics move from tanks of the 34th 
Armored Regiment to aid infantrymen 
wounded by a mine during one such 
mission. 4 . The Viet Cong waged hit- 


and-run warfare through 1 969; this 
USAF North American F-1 00 Super Sabre, 
parked in an incomplete wonder shelter 
at Bien Floa, was destroyed by a 107mm 
rocket. 5 . A VNAF Cessna A-37 Dragon¬ 
fly light strike aircraft near Da 
Nang September 1 971; between March 
and July 1 969, three VNAF squadrons 
with 54 A-37Bs delivered from the US 
became operational. 6 . A Vietnamese 
Scout (extreme left, with Ml 6 rifle) with 
men of a Long Range Patrol Team of the 
US 1 51 St (Ranger) Infantry, as they 
engage the enemy, September 1 969. 
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press reports concentrated on the Special 
Forces camps which were besieged from 
time to time: the exploits of the '"Green 
Berets”, though highly dramatized in 
both fact and fiction, were of little impor¬ 
tance to the overall war effort at the time. 


Revelation of the 
My Lai massacre 

Journalists played a key role in a far 
more tragic episode. In April 1969, a young 
Vietnam veteran called Ronald L. Riden- 
hour wrote a number of open letters to 
President Nixon and important govern¬ 
ment officials, giving a hearsay account of 
a major atrocity allegedly committed by 
troops of C Company, 1st Battalion, 20th 
Infantry, US America! Division, in South 
Vietnam during the preceding year. In 
September, a formal investigation began, 
and eventually a junior officer, Lieutenant 
William L. Galley, Jr., was charged with 
the murder of more than 100 Vietnamese 
civilians. Little information about the 
incident reached the American public 
until November, when a series of news¬ 
paper articles disclosed the extent of the 
affair. 

On 16 March 1968, a company of US 
soldiers had landed by helicopter near 
My Lai, a hamlet in the "Free Fire Zone” 
established near the provincial capital of 
Quang Ngai. The Americans, mostly young 
and inexperienced soldiers, had taken 
casualties from snipers and booby-traps 
and were thoroughly upset and demoral¬ 
ized. Expectingtotrap VietCongatMyLai, 
they instead found only women, children, 
and old men. During the hours that fol¬ 
lowed, these civilians were murdered and 
their homes razed. There was no justifica¬ 
tion for an act that, according to the final 
US investigation, took the lives of 347 
innocent non-combatants. 

Shortly after the public disclosures, the 
Army established a panel under Lieutenant 
General William Peers to investigate the 
atrocity and to determine why inquiries 
in 1968 had failed to expose the killings. 
Between November 1969 and March 1970, 
the panel - withmixed military andcivilian 
membership —interviewed more than 400 
witnesses. It finally recommended that 
charges be brought against 15 officers, 
including the former divisional com¬ 
mander, Major General Samuel Koster, 
who had since become Superintendent of 
the US Military Academy at West Point. 
The results stunned both the military and 
the American public, many of whom had 
discounted the story as a piece of sensa¬ 
tional journalism. Even more disturbing 
to critics of the military establishment 
was the Army’s later decision to dismiss 
without a court-martial charges against 
senior defendants. To many, it seemed that 
the Army was unjustly protecting career 
officers and making scapegoats of younger 
soldiers like Lieutenant Galley, who was 
sentenced to life imprisonment (later 
reduced to 20 years and made subject to 
further review) on 29 March 1971. 

When the findings of the Peers’ Panel 
were made public early in 1971, the shock 
of the incident had worn off. Yet the 
testimony given suggested several un¬ 
pleasant conclusions about the Vietnam 
War. First, the massacre at My Lai was 
not an isolated event: the investigation 


revealed that a similar episode—said to 
have involved some50 civilian casualties — 
had occurred the same day in another 
hamlet nearby. Second, examination of 
the operational procedure of the Americal 
Division showed that most of the field- 
grade officers concerned had little know¬ 
ledge of what was going on in the field. 
Third, the testimony clearly revealed that 
the US military and civilian chain of 
command instinctively tended both to 
minimize any adverse or embarrassing 
information and to pass on favorable 
reports with little, if any, confirmation. 
Thus, instead of a massacre, a battle at 
My Lai in which 128 Viet Gong were killed 
and three weapons captured had been 
reported to General Westmoreland’s HQ 
in Saigon. The fact that such reports — 
noting high "body counts” but few wea¬ 
pons captured—were common seemed to 
imply that incidents like the My Lai 
massacre were far from unique. Public 
horror over My Lai, whipped up by anti¬ 
war organizations and by a large section 
of the press (the reporter who "broke” the 
story was awarded a Pulitzer Prize), tended 
to overshadow many far worse atrocities 
committed before and since by the Gom- 
munists. For example, in April 1968 it was 
established that during the brief occupa¬ 
tion of Hue by the insurgents, during 
the Tet offensive, more than 1,000 civilians 
had been murdered—often after torture— 
by the Viet Gong. 


Combat activity falls 
—infiltration goes on 


Despite such grim events, there was 
some cause for optimism at the end of 1969. 
The tempo of war at last seemed to be 
slowing down sufficiently for thought to 
be turned to a new struggle at the con¬ 
ference table. By US reckoning, American 
losses for 1969 totalled 9,249 dead, 69,043 
wounded, and 112 missing—compared to 
more than 132,000 Gommunists claimed 
killed. During the last months of the year, 
combat activity had fallen to its lowest 
level since 1964, and Vietnamization was 
now proceeding apace. In Saigon, Presi¬ 
dent Thieu had consolidated his power by 
replacing the civilian Premier Tran Van 
Huong with his military friend and mentor. 
General Tran Thien Khiem, and had even 
brought back from exile the difficult yet 
efficient soldier Do Gao Tri to put new life 
into the three weak divisions around 
Saigon. 

Although the venerated North Viet¬ 
namese leader Ho Ghi Minh had died in 
September, the Viet Gong and NVA could 
also view 1969 with some satisfaction. 
They had infiltrated an estimated 115,000 
soldiers into the South during the year, 
and still maintained an army of about 
250,000 men —100,000 North Vietnamese 
regulars; 50,000 Viet Gong main force 
troops; and some 100,000 regional force 
and militia soldiers. Most of the larger 
units were patiently waiting beyond South 
Vietnam’s borders for the withdrawal of 
US troops. For the Gommunists inside 
South Vietnam, however, life was still 
hazardous: most Viet Gong "local” units 
were now composed almost entirely of 
northern-born recruits,a result of the great 
losses of indigenous troops during the 
1968 Tet offensive. 
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1. Lieutenant William L. Galley, Jr, 

USA—charged with the murder of 1 02 
South Vietnamese civilians in the My 
Lai massacre of March 1968—with his 
attorney. November 1970. 2 . Victims 
of war: Vietnamese civilian dead. 3 . The 
Viet Cong murder campaign: South 
Vietnamese civilians whose bodies 
were discovered by US Marines in April 
1 966 had been chained together before 


death. 4 . This young Vietnamese was 
held prisoner for two years at Due 
Pho, a Viet Cong camp some 300 miles 
north of Saigon, before liberation by 
US troops in July 1 967 5 . Long-term 
confinement in the stocks was one 
of the milder punishments at Due Pho. 

6 . Men of the ARVN 5th Cavalry carry 
a wounded comrade during a Communist 
attack on Bien Hoa, February 1 969. 
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Striking the Communist 
sanctuaries in Cambodia 

Dr. Jeffrey]. Clarke 


W ithin South Vietnam, the major 
trends of 1969 persisted during 1970. 
The war was characterized by small-scale 
patrols and ambushes by American and 
South Vietnamese units; "stand-off” 
rocket and mortar attacks by isolated 
Viet Cong detachments; a continuation of 
the Vietnamization program and the 
withdrawal of US troops; and the steady 
expansion of the South Vietnamese mili¬ 
tary forces—especially the territorial, 
.militia, and police strength—to improve 
local security throughout the country. 
Fighting inside South Vietnam was largely 
confined to the border regions of the four 
northern provinces, in areas like the A 
Shau Valley. In keeping with the low level 
of Viet Cong activity, only about 60,000 
Communist troops infiltrated from the 
North during 1970. By this time, the 
difference between Viet Cong and North 
Vietnamese regular formations had be¬ 
come almost negligible because of the 
paucity of South Vietnamese recruits to 
the Communist cause. 

One of the heaviest Viet Cong attacks 
was made against the US Army Special 
Forces camp at Dak Seang, on 1 April. 
Located in the remote corner of northern 
Kontum province, near the junction of 
the Cambodian and Laotian borders, Dak 
Seang was defended by some 400 Montag- 
nard irregulars and a small Special Forces 
detachment. The attackers, some 3,000 
strong, also had to contend with US air- 
power and a South Vietnamese relief force 
of similar size. American ground participa¬ 
tion was minimal: US observers considered 
the battle a test of the Vietnamization 
effort. A South Vietnamese rifle battalion 
finally reached the camp on 10 April, and 
the Viet Cong were slowly beaten back, 
although fighting continued there, and at 
Dak Pek, another camp 17 miles (27km) to 
the south, for several weeks. 


Commando raid on a 
prison camp 

Elsewhere in Indochina, the air war 
escalated. Although the United States 
had halted the bombing of North Vietnam 
in 1968, extensive air reconnaissance of 
the North continued. Early in 1970, a 
series of engagements between US recon¬ 
naissance aircraft and North Vietnamese 
interceptors and SAMs led to major 
American retaliation strikes. One of the 
largest "protective reaction” operations 
took place on 2 May, when about 400 US 
jets attacked military targets- mostly 
missile sites and support installations — 
inside North Vietnam. On 21 November 
1970, a different kind of air operation was 
launched when a specially-trained unit of 
American volunteers was heli-lifted to 
raid Son Tay, some 23 miles (37km) west of 
Hanoi. US military analysts had identified 


Nourished by the 
“Sihanouk Trail” in 
spite of clandestine 
B-52 strikes, North 
Vietnamese and Viet Cong 
border sanctuaries 
dominated eastern 
Cambodia by 1970. When 
indigenous Communists 
rose against the 
government, American 
and South Vietnamese 
forces crossed the 
border in strength 
—but the damage inflicted 
would not avert 
the Communists’ ultimate 
triumph in Cambodia 


Son Tay as an active prisoner-of-war camp 
—but all that the would-be rescuers found 
was an almost empty base that had obvi¬ 
ously been abandoned for several weeks. 
The endeavor only cast doubt on the effi¬ 
ciency of US intelligence. 

The most significant events of 1970 
occurred not in Vietnam but in its hitherto 
quiet neighbor, Cambodia. Under Prince 
Norodom Sihanouk, Cambodia had clung 
to neutrality and had avoided the rigors of 
war. But Sihanouk had been forced to pay 
for his country’s relative peace and quiet 
by making substantial concessions to both 
North and South Vietnam. Nevertheless, 
Cambodia had remained an island of 
tranquility in Indochina, and had even 
prospered from the war. 

In the early 1960s, the Viet Cong gradu¬ 
ally supplemented the long Ho Chi Minh 
Trail through Laos with a similar system 
running north and east from the Cambo¬ 
dian port of Kompong Som (formerly 
Sihanoukville) to southern South Viet¬ 
nam. The "Sihanouk Trail”, a network of 
roads, bicycle trails, footpaths, and water¬ 
ways, was operated and guarded by the 
Viet Cong. The system was later expanded 
to include regular military training camps, 
rest and staging areas, and supply dumps 
close to the South Vietnamese border. 
These border bases, called "sanctuaries” 
by American officials, were greatly ex¬ 
panded in 1969. By 1970, the mixed North 
Vietnamese/Viet Cong forces in Cambodia 
included some 5,000 combat and 40,000 
support troops, together with thousands 
of transient soldiers and units awaiting 
the US troop withdrawals from South 
Vietnam. This military presence gave the 
Viet Cong control over the bulk of eastern 
and northeastern Cambodia. 

Although both the National Liberation 
Front and the government of North Viet¬ 


nam maintained diplomatic representa¬ 
tives at Phnom Penh, the capital of Cam¬ 
bodia, their relationships with the Siha¬ 
nouk regime fluctuated. Sihanouk tacitly 
allowed the Viet Cong to occupy sparsely 
inhabited parts of Cambodia and clashes 
between Cambodian and VC troops were 
rare. Only about 1,000 Cambodian soldiers 
were killed or wounded in such skirmishes 
between 1963 and 1970, and not until 1966 
did Sihanouk publicly admit that the NLF 
had base areas along the Cambodian 
frontier. However, so long as the VC kept 
to the remote jungles and border regions, 
peopled for the most part by Montagnards 
or ethnic Vietnamese, there seemed little 
cause for concern in the anti-Communist 
camp. 

Reliable information concerning the 
VC’s Cambodian sanctuaries was difficult 
to obtain; much American intelligence 
relied unduly on rumor and speculation. 
Most known VC base areas were located 
just inside the Cambodian border, an 
extremely irregular frontier that was often 
unmarked and at best poorly defined. 
Between the cities of Phnom Penh and 
Saigon, the major border feature was the 
"Parrot’s Beak”, a 25 by 15 mile (40 by 24km) 
bulge of Cambodian territory into South 
Vietnam, a fertile plain with dirt roads and 
a few widely-scattered towns. Route 1, a 
major highway, bisects the area and links 
Phnom Penh and Saigon. North of the 
Parrot’s Beak, the border runs through 
heavy jungle, resuming its northeastern 
trend at a configuration nicknamed the 
"Dog’s Face” near the town of Krek; makes 
a smaller loop back into South Vietnam 
called the "Fish Hook”; and then runs 
northeast again. South of the Parrot’s 
Beak, the border extends west, past the 
Mekong River linking Phnom Penh with 
the Vietnamese Delta, and then turns 
southwest to the sea. Major VC sanctu¬ 
aries were located in the border region 
around the Mekong River, in the Parrot’s 
Beak, and in the Fish Hook, with smaller 
jungle base areas at intervals to the north¬ 
east, just inside the Cambodian and 
Laotian borders. Here lay the bulk of the 
Communist guerrilla forces and supplies — 
temporarily secure but a tempting target. 


Sihanouk grants US 
right of pursuit 


In December 1967, perhaps to balance the 
growing Communist presence, Sihanouk 
announced that the VC enclaves on 
Cambodian territory were not officially 
sanctioned by Phnom Penh, and indicated 
that he had no objection to American 
troops entering the Cambodian border 
regions in "hot pursuit” of the guerrillas. 
With the apparent approval of Sihanouk, 
the right of pursuit was later extended to 
US air strikes on VC base areas: the US 
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1. Following the disestablishment of 
the US Mobile Riverine Force in August 
1 969, inland waterways were policed by 
the US Navy/Vietnam Marines SEA LORDS 
(Southeast Asia Lake Ocean River Delta 
Strategy); here, in June 1 970. a US Navy 
strike assault boat patrols the Mekong 
River near the canal linking Ha Tien 
on the Gulf of Siam to Chau Doc, upper 
Mekong—a major Communist supply 
route through Cambodia. 2 . A USAF air 
reconnaissance photograph of Son lay. 
the prison camp near Hanoi, North Viet¬ 
nam. raided on 21 November 1970: 
although US POWs had been held at the 
camp, the heli-lifted raiders found it 
deserted. 3 . President Nixon briefs 
Congressional committeemen on his 
decision to commit US ground troops 
in the attacks on Communist military 
sanctuaries in Cambodia; the White 
House, Washington. DC. 5 May 1970. 



183 




































Department of Defense later revealed 
that prior to March 1970, the US Air Force 
had secretly conducted 3,630 B-52 strikes 
in Cambodia. The steady build-up of NLF 
troops along the Cambodian border, and 
the escalation of combat on the frontier, 
finally drove Sihanouk to Moscow on 

13 March 1970, in an effort to reduce 
Vietnamese pressure on his country. 

Sihanouk’s long effort to keep Cambodia 
out of the war ended on 18 March 1970, 
when the absent prince was deposed by 
the head of the Cambodian Army. General 
Lon Nol. Lon Nol quickly made known his 
support for the United States and the Thieu 
regime: one of his first actions was to close 
Cambodian seaports to the Viet Cong. 
Unfortunately for his country, the general 
proved an inept administrator: Cambodia 
was soon riven by civil war. By early April, 
full-scale warfare had broken out between 
the Viet Cong and military forces loyal to 
Lon Nol, with other armed factions and 
paramilitary groups joining in as they saw 
fit. Atrocities by Cambodian troops and 
civilian mobs against Vietnamese living 
in the country exacerbated the situation. 
At first, only Thailand and South Vietnam 
sent arms to aid the new Phnom Penh 
regime; the United States remained aloof, 
seeing no need for hasty action. By the end 
of April, however, it was evident that the 
38,000-man Cambodian Army was no match 
for the battle-hardened VC who, with some 
help from Cambodian Communists, had 
taken over most of rural Cambodia north 
and east of Phnom Penh. By May, Lon 
NoLs troops had been forced back into the 
larger cities and towns. Phnom Penh, 
cut off from the sea, was virtually isolated. 

In mid-April, therefore, the US govern¬ 
ment abandoned its policy of non-inter¬ 
ference in Cambodia and launched a 
program of direct aid to theLon Nol regime. 
At the same time, MACV began planning a 
series of cross-border operations, or "in¬ 
cursions”, into Cambodia to eliminate the 
VC sanctuaries and take pressure off the 
embattled Cambodians. South Vietnamese 
forces had already entered Cambodia, on 

14 April, to sweep an area called the 
"AngeLs Wing”. 

South Vietnamese advance 
into Cambodia 


On 29 April, the Saigon regime launched 
a full-scale invasion, with 12,000 South 
Vietnamese troops and American advisers, 
of the Parrot’s Beak area along Route 1. 
On 1 May, this force was joined by an even 
larger American and South Vietnamese 
force pushing into the Fish Hook near the 
towns of Snoul and Mimot. Three days 
later, far to the north opposite Pleiku, a 
smaller combined task-force crossed the 
border into the Se Sam Valley. On 6 May, 
cross-border operations began in three 
more areas: the Dog’s Face, just north of 
the Parrot’s Beak; northeast of the Fish 
Hook, above the town of Loc Ninh: and 
north of the provincial capital of Phuoc 
Binh. Finally, on8 May, South Vietnamese 
units pushed into Cambodia along the 
Mekong River, entering the Parrot’s Beak 
area from the south. The incursions into 
the Parrot’s Beak and the Fish Hook were 
the largest and most important. Possession 
of these areas would make more secure the 
heavily-populated Third and Fourth Corps 


Tactical Zones of South Vietnam, as well 
as Saigon itself. 

The invasion of the Parrot’s Beak was 
conducted by Lieutenant General Do Cao 
Tri, one of the few South Vietnamese 
commanders who was both efficient and 
popular with his troops. As head of Third 
Corps, General Tri bypassed his three 
subordinate, heavily politicized, divisional 
commands and organized his own attack¬ 
ing force. As his main strike units, he 
employed three armored cavalry squad¬ 
rons equipped with Ml 13 armored per¬ 
sonnel carriers and M41 light tanks; two 
infantry regiments, each with two rifle 
battalions on line: and a Ranger Group 
headquarters with two Ranger battalions. 
These units were formed into three mobile 
task-forces, each with two rifle battalions 
and an armored cavalry squadron con¬ 
trolled by one of the three regimental- 
level headquarters. Small South Viet¬ 
namese and US artillery units were also 
attached. After several days in the field, 
Tri began to replace his tired battalions 
with fresh ones so that each task-force 
remained up to strength. Later, other 
infantry regiments and Ranger Group 
headquarters replaced those in the field, 
and they, in turn, brought new battalions 
into the operation. The same procedures 
were followed in other cross-border opera¬ 
tions, with battalions rotated every week 
or so. The practice also ensured that the 
greatest number of rifle battalions par¬ 
ticipated and gained combat experience 
in what proved a fairly successful 
campaign. 


American support for 
the ARVN thrust 


General Tri sent a picked staff up to Tay 
Ninh. a provincial capital between the 
Parrot’s Beak and the Fish Hook, to form a 
small operational command post from 
which, and from field locations in Cam¬ 
bodia, he directed the operation person¬ 
ally. His forces, with infantry riding on the 
fast armored vehicles, swept through the 
area in about three days and then con¬ 
ducted extensive search and sweep 
operations on both sides of Route 1. Op¬ 
position was almost non-existent: the VC 
had learned of the impending assault and 
had withdrawn most of their units deeper 
into Cambodia. Nevertheless, the South 
Vietnamese captured tons of supplies and 
military equipment with only minimal 
casualties. In the few skirmishes that took 
place, Tri’s forces performed well; the 
mere act of moving out of their own terri¬ 
tory and taking the battle to the Viet Cong 
sanctuaries—and away from their own 
homes and families—led to a considerable 
improvement in South Vietnamese morale 
and aggression. 

But the operations also revealed many 
weaknesses in* the ARVN. The delay in 
launching the main assault, especially 
considering the warning given by the 
earlier sweep through the Angel’s Wing, 
meant that surprise was lost—allowing 
most VC troops to avoid battle. At the time. 
South Vietnam’s four helicoptersquadrons 
were employed elsewhere, and Tri’s divi¬ 
sional and corps artillery units were still 
fragmented and engaged in area security 
missions. Therefore, the bulk of ARVN 
fire support had to be provided by US 
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1. Cambodian Communist guerrillas 
booby-trap a trail with poisoned 
bamboo stakes. 2 , ARVN M48 tanks move 
to the Cambodian border, May 1 970. 

3 . Supporting ARVN attacks on Comm¬ 
unist bases, heavily-loaded US infan¬ 
try patrol near the Cambodian border, 

4 . Intelligence of Communist deploy¬ 
ment was gathered by reconnaissance 
aircraft like this unarmed McDonnell 
Douglas RF-101 Voodoo, based at Udorn 
Royal Thai Air Force Base. Thailand. 

5 . A patrol of the Cambodian Commun¬ 
ist Party's guerrilla army. 6 . This 
60mm mortar round was supplied to 
Communist forces in Cambodia by the 
People's Republic of China 7 . US- 
supplied armor spearheaded the ARVN 
thrust into Cambodia; South Vietnamese 
troops with M48 tanks and Ml 1 3 
armored personnel carriers 
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heavy artillery firing from inside the 
Vietnamese border, and by US fighter- 
bombers. American helicopters provided 
air transportation, liaison, medical evacu¬ 
ation, and close fire support for General 
Tri. American advisers also noted that 
South Vietnamese commanders tended to 
rely heavily on fire support from helicopter 
gunships and fighter-bombers, even when 
artillery support was more quickly avail¬ 
able and more effective: too many ARVN 
officers lacked confidence in their ability 
to adjust howitzer fire by radio and pre¬ 
ferred to pull their units back and mark 
targets with smoke for the airmen. On 
the credit side, Tri’s staff proved able to 
handle logistical requirements without 
the usual American assistance, and, in¬ 
stead of costly airlifts, the attackers 
depended on trucks carrying supplies 
north from the Saigon depots along the 
recently-constructed system of asphalt 
roads linking the capital with the interior. 


US troops committed 
across the border 


The second major offensive into Cam¬ 
bodia involved both South Vietnamese and 
American troops. On 29 April 1970, the US 
1st Cavalry Division began preparing a co¬ 
ordinated attack into the Fish Hook with 
South Vietnamese Airborne Division. The 
two units had been conducting "'buddy’' 
operations for several months near the 
border and had already developed con¬ 
siderable rapport. Their task, however, 
was ambitious: it involved assaulting a 
dense jungle area where air superiority 
would be less decisive than in the Parrot’s 
Beak. One objective was the destruction 
of the Central Office for South Vietnam 
(COSVAN), the regional military head¬ 
quarters for all Viet Cong forces in 
southern Indochina. 

Brigadier General Robert M. Shoe¬ 
maker, the 1st Cavalry Division’s Assist¬ 
ant Division Commander for Maneuver, 
commanded the effort. "Task Force Shoe¬ 
maker" consisted of the division’s 3d 
Brigade, reinforced with tanks and mech¬ 
anized infantry; the US 11th Armored 
Cavalry Regiment; and the South Viet¬ 
namese 3d Airborne Brigade. The Ameri¬ 
can forces would move into the Fish Hook 
from the west, south, and east, while the 
three airborne battalions of the 3d Brigade, 
ferried by helicopters into landing zones 
north of the objective area, would seal 
off VC escape routes and move south. 
Artillery positioned in Vietnam would be 
supplemented by howitzers airlifted into 
the airborne landing zones, once these 
were secured. The success of the operation 
depended on surprise and speed. 

The attack began early on 1 May, with 
waves of B-52 strikes and an intensive 
artillery bombardment. During the initial 
preparation, 94 artillery pieces, including 
44 155mm, four 8-inch, and six 175mm 
howitzers, fired 2,436 rounds. Total fire 
support on the first day included 185 
tactical air strikes, 36 B-52 missions, and 
5,460 artillery rounds. Landing zones for 
the ARVN airborne units were cleared 
by dropping 15,0001b (6,800kg) bombs 
fused to detonate about 7 feet (2.1m) above 
the ground. 

The first combat action occurred at 
0740 hours, when US helicopter gunships 


destroyed a North Vietnamese Army truck. 
Opposition was light, none of the airmobile 
assaults was opposed, and surprise ap¬ 
peared to be complete. The Viet Cong 
sought to avoid engagement, break down 
into small groups, and filter to the east to 
escape the converging forces. Most action 
occurred when gunships attacked retreat¬ 
ing VC driven into the open by the advanc¬ 
ing armor and infantry. The ARVN air¬ 
borne units, pushing through dense jungle 
on unfamiliar terrain, took severe casual¬ 
ties at first; they were often harassed by 1 
short-range mortar fire which proved 
difficult to locate and destroy. 

On 3 May, American forces entered 
Mimot; on 5 May, Snoul was occupied. Two 
days later, US troops discovered a vast 
bunker complex—nicknamed "the City’’— 
in nearby jungle. Intelligence analysts 
later determined that the complex was the 
supply depot for the 7th North Vietnamese 
Division. It contained some 182 large 
storage bunkers—most of them full of 
clothing, food, medical supplies, weapons, 
and ammunition —as well as 18 mess halls, 
barracks, trainingand classroom facilities, 
and a small farm. Items captured included 2 
1,282 individual and 202 crew-served wea¬ 
pons; more than 1.5 million rounds of small 
arms ammunition; 58,0001bs (26,300kg) of 
plastic explosive; 22 cases of anti-personnel 
mines; 30 short tons (26.8 tons; 27.2 tonnes) 
of rice; and 16,0001bs (7,260kg) of corn. 
This was only part of the materiel un¬ 
covered in the sweep: many smaller supply 
dumps were later found elsewhere, some 
reserved for such equipment as auto¬ 
motive parts and communications gear. 
The searchers located more than 300 
vehicles—mostly trucks, but including a 
Porsche sports-car and a Mercedes-Benz 
sedan. But no trace was found of COSVAN, 
the VC headquarters reputed to consist of 
2,400 personnel, and most of the VC were 
able to escape west through the jungle 
into more remote Cambodian sanctuaries. 


Supply losses not a 
major blow to VC 


By mid-May, the remaining twobrigades 
of the 1st Cavalry Division and the 9th 
Regiment of the ARVN were conducting 
similar cross-border forays northeast of 
the Fish Hook. As before, the VC avoided 
battle and the main activity of the attackers 
was the location of enemy supply dumps. 
On 8 May, the US 1st Cavalry's 2d Brigade 
found another large base —"Rock Island 
East" containing 329 short tons (293.75 
tons; 298.4 tonnes) of munitions. But 
American commanders estimated that 
about half the Viet Cong supply bases 
remained hidden and that to find them 
would take many months of careful search¬ 
ing. Although the captured bases yielded 
far more supplies than those previously 
found in South Vietnam, the Viet Cong 
would in time replace all their captured 
stores. At best, the Cambodian incursion 
only gave the South Vietnamese a respite 
from the final battle. 

Equally serious was public reaction, in 
America and elsewhere, to the Cambodian 
incursions. For a time, criticism of US 
policy in Vietnam had been muted by the 
increase in troop withdrawals, with the 
consequent reduction in casualties: the 
announcement, on April 20, that 15,000 3 



1. Communist traffic along the Ho Chi 
Minh and Sihanouk Trails was monitored 
by aircraft like this Douglas EC-47 
multi-spectral sensing and electronic 
reconnaissance plane of the USAF 360th 
Tactical Electronic Warfare Squadron. 

2 . A US mortar team at an outpost near 
the Cambodian border; in the early 
stages of the Cambodian incursion. US 
operations were limited to air and 
artillery support, but from 1 May 1 970 
US ground forces were committed to 
cross-border operations. 3 . South 
Vietnamese troops in the "Parrot's 
Beak" area of Cambodia captured this 
Communist supply dump, containing 

1 20mm mortar rounds, machine gun and 
rifle ammunition, and ammunition 
canisters and crates. 4 . Heli-borne 
operations and fire support from heli¬ 
copter gunships played a major part in the 
Cambodian incursion: here, in March 
1970, a US Army CH-47 delivers equip¬ 
ment to Republic of Korea troops 
serving in a support capacity. 5 . Map: 
objectives of the Cambodian incursion 
and Communist supply routes. 
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more troops would leave by the spring of 
1971; and such factors as the New Year 
and Tet truces. Even the details of the 
My Lai massacre had gradually faded 
from the consciousness of the general 
public. 

Now the attacks across the Cambodian 
border brought down a new torrent of 
abuse on the Nixon administration. The 
American anti-war movement, temporarily 
dormant, gained new life. In protest 
against the apparent widening of the war 
effort, anti-war leaders, especially student 
groups, sponsored a series of demon¬ 
strations and strikes across the country. 
Most were peaceful—but tragic violence 
erupted at Kent State University, Ohio, 
where National Guard troops killed four 
students. The event provided a focus for the 
entire protest movement. Opposition to 
the war also increased in the US Congress, 
which repealed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolu¬ 
tion and forced the President to withdraw 
all US combat troops from Cambodia by 
30 June. President Nixon’s contention 
that the Cambodian incursion was under¬ 
taken to protect American troop with¬ 
drawals from South Vietnam failed to 
satisfy his critics. The war remained 
unpopular in the United States and neither 
the announcement of more troop with¬ 
drawals nor the President’s decision, in 
December, to ban the use of dangerous 
defoliants in South Vietnam improved 
matters. 


Communist demands stall 
peace negotiations 

While war engulfed Cambodia, the 
search for a lasting settlement of the 
conflict through diplomacy proceeded 
haltingly. Peace talks in Paris during 1969 
were stalemated by Communist demands 
that all ''foreign” troops should be with¬ 
drawn from South Vietnam prior to a 
settlement, and by disagreement on what 
constituted an "acceptable” South Viet¬ 
namese government. The chief American 
negotiator, Henry Cabot Lodge, insisted 
that the Thieu government must be in¬ 
volved in any final agreement; the North 
Vietnamese and National Liberation Front 
delegations pressed for thecreation of some 
kind of coalition regime in Saigon. On 
10 June 1969, the NLF sponsored the 
establishment of a new Provisional Revolu¬ 
tionary Government (PRG), at an un¬ 
specified location in South Vietnam, as a 
rival to the Saigon administration. A 
PRG delegation replaced that of the NLF 
at Paris two d ays later. The PRG supposedly 
represented a broader spectrum of South 
Vietnamese society, including democrats, 
ethnic minorities, and religious groups. 
Saigon spokesmen denounced the move; 
American officials accepted it—but all 
parties remained deadlocked. 

In July, President Thieu proposed that 
free elections be held in the South with the 
participation of the NLF. The suggestion 
was quickly rejected by the Communists, 
who felt that the Saigon regime would 
manipulate any such contest to its own 
advantage. Nguyen Cao Ky, Thieu’s Vice 
President and former faithful supporter, 
also objected; later Ky warned that the 
Army would not sanction any coalition 
government that included Communists. 
Ky was the spokesman of those American 
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and South Vietnamese officials who felt 
that the best way to end the war lay on the 
battlefield. 

The departure of Lodge from Paris, in 
November, left Philip Habib as the acting 
US delegation chief until the arrival of 
David K. E. Bruce in August 1970. The 
American position, however, remained 
virtually unchanged: US and South Viet¬ 
namese representatives continued to 
oppose any coalition government other 
than one resulting from free elections 
sponsored by the Thieu regime. During 
the second half of 1970, the negotiators put 
forward various peace plans based on 
different aspects of the coalition question. 
In September, the Viet Cong offered to 
release all prisoners-of-war. in exchange 
for a deadline for the withdrawal of Ameri¬ 
can troops and elections supervised by a 
provisional coalition government. Presi¬ 
dent Nixon countered, in October, with a 
five-point plan including provisions for a 
cease-fire based on the present military 
position, a general release of prisoners, 
and a negotiated US troop withdrawal. 

In the following months, each side made 
minor concessions in an effort to stimulate 
the interest of the other. The Viet Cong 
agreed to international supervision of 
elections — but objected to President 
Nixon’s cease-fire proposal because the 
Saigon government maintained that it 
controlled more than 99 percent of the 
population. Bruce intimated that a US 
troop withdrawal timetable might be 
forthcoming—//* North Vietnam would 
produce a similar schedule for its forces. 
All these proposals came to nothing; 
neutral observers wondered if the nego¬ 
tiators were not merely putting on a show 
to influence world opinion in favor of their 
respective causes. 


Military aid for 
Lon NoPs regime 


Meanwhile, during the first half of 1970, 
US intervention in Cambodia continued. 
The anti-Communist forces were pursuing 
a second objective: the preservation of the 
Lon Nol regime by both direct and indirect 
measures. 

On 25 April 1970, the Nixon administra¬ 
tion initiated a program of direct military 
assistance to the Lon Nol government, 
later agreeing to the Cambodian request 
for $7.5 million in arms and supplies. 
Most of this aid consisted of 20,000 World 
War Il-vintage small arms, some .30-caliber 
machine guns, and ammunition, and was 
in no way comparable to the assistance 
given to South Vietnam. The Saigon 
regime, for its part, turned over thousands 
of AK-47 automatic rifles captured from 
the Viet Cong to Phnom Penh, and even 
sent its own contingent of advisers there. 
But material assistance could do little: 
Lon Nobs main need was for efficient 
military leaders and well-trained and 
motivated troops. 

On 1 May, ethnic Cambodian troops 
trained by US Army Special Forces tried 
unsuccessfully to open the river route from 
Phnom Penh toSouth Vietnam. OnS May, a 
large American and South Vietnamese 
gunboat flotilla sailed up the Mekong 
River with more success. To reinforce 
this thrust, on 14 May. one of General 
Tri’s mechanized infantry columns drove 


west from the Parrot’s Beak to the Mekong 
along Route 1, establishing a road link to 
the Cambodian capital. 

Operations in support of Cambodia were 
further widened on 9 May by the initiation 
of a combined American and South Viet¬ 
namese naval blockade of about 100 miles 
(160km) of the Cambodian coastline. Its 
purpose was to halt VC attempts to rein¬ 
state their former supply line through the 
port of Kompong Som or to bring in 
materiel over the beaches. The United 
States also provided direct air support to 
the Cambodian Army— although Ameri¬ 
can officials claimed that such strikes were 
part of the normal air interdiction cam¬ 
paign and did not constitute special aid 
to the Phnom Penh regime. 


The Communists gain 
control in Cambodia 


Inside Cambodia, Lon NoPs troops 
slowly retreated from the rural areas to the 
larger urban centers. Here, with con¬ 
siderable material and military aid from 
the United States, including the cross- 
border operations which tied down sizable 
VC forces, they were able to hold out and 
achieve a temporary stalemate. They 
could not, however, launch a viable 
offensive. Very rapidly, Lon Nol expanded 
his army first to 100,000 men and then to 
200,000—but the Cambodians showed little 
enthusiasm for the war, and the ill-trained, 
hastily-formed units, much better in de¬ 
fense than attack, tended to disintegrate 
in combat. The arrival of several thousand 
Cambodian mercenaries trained in South 
Vietnam by the US Special Forces failed 
to tip the balance. But for some time the 
Viet Cong and North Vietnamese leaders 
failed to press their advantage. It is possible 
that they feared the struggle might de¬ 
generate into a racial war between the 
traditionally hostile Cambodians and Viet¬ 
namese—or that the collapse of the Lon 
Nol regime might cause a slow-down in 
US troop withdrawals from South Viet¬ 
nam. Instead, the Vietnamese Commu¬ 
nists expended much effort in building up 
the military potential of Cambodian Com¬ 
munists. 

South Vietnamese troops continued to 
operate extensively in Cambodia long 
after American troops had been with¬ 
drawn. Major objectives were keeping 
open Route 1 and the Mekong River 
between Phnom Penh and South Vietnam, 
and preventing the Viet Cong from return¬ 
ing to their former border sanctuaries. A 
second objective, in 1970, was clearing 
Route 4, which linked Phnom Penh to the 
port of Kompong Som, the commercial and 
logistical center of Cambodia. The key to 
control of Route 4 appeared to be the 
provincial capital of Kompong Speu, 
midway between the two cities. The Viet 
Cong captured Kompong Speu on 13 June, 
but South Vietnamese and Cambodian 
troops reoccupied it three days later after 
a fierce battle. Communist troops re¬ 
newed their assaults on the town on 24 to 
26 June without success. This fighting, 
some 50 miles (80km) inside the border of 
Cambodia, marked the deepest penetra¬ 
tion of South Vietnamese troops into the 
country. But despite their repulse at 
Kompong Speu, the VC kept Route 4 
closed at other locations, and later efforts 
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Equipment Captured at "The City" 
Bunker Complex, 5-13 May 1970 

202 crew-served weapons 
1,282 individual weapons 
1.559,000 rounds of AK-47 ammunition 
400,000 rounds of .30-caliber 
ammunition 

31 9,000 rounds 1 2.7mm ammunition 
25,200 rounds 1 4.5mm AA mg 
ammunition 

1 6,920 propelling charges for 1 20mm 
mortar 

2,110 grenades 
58,000lbs (26,310kg) plastic 
explosives 

22 cases of antipersonnel mines 
30 short tons (26.8 tons; 27.2. tonnes) 
of rice 

1 6,000lbs (7.260kg) of corn 
1.1 OOlbs (500kg) of salt 


to clear the entire road failed. On 17 June, 
Cambodia’s link to neighboring Thailand, 
a railway between Phnom Penh and the 
Thai border, was severed; only the southern 
routes to South Vietnam remained open. 

In 1971, South Vietnamese and Cam¬ 
bodian troops suffered a series of defeats 
at the hands of revitalized North Viet¬ 
namese forces. While Lon Nol’s forces 
were slowdy forced back to Phnom Penh, 
the South Vietnamese retired across their 
own border —this time for good. Between 
1972 and 1975, increasingly strong Cam¬ 
bodian Communist forces slowly overran 
the remainder of Cambodia, isolating and 
occupying the lesser towns and cities one 
by one, and confining Lon NoFs troops to 
the capital. After a long siege, and in spite 
of a dramatic US airlift of supplies and the 
provision of extensive combat air support. 
Phnom Penh finally fell to the Communists 
on 17 April 1975, only two weeks before 
the fall of Saigon. 
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1. "Brown water navy" riverine craft 
are seen over the twin .50-caliber 
guns of a South Vietnamese river 
patrol boat; US and Vietnamese craft 
opened riverine routes into Cambodia 
in May 1970 while allied warships 
blockaded the coast. 2 . A USN strike 
assault boat makes a high-speed patrol 
near the Cambodian border, June 1970. 
3 . Cambodian Communists with locally- 
made twin-barreled guns. 4 . A Cambod¬ 
ian businessman heading an anti-Comm- 
unist delegation to the US in July 
1970 displays pictures of North Viet¬ 
namese and Viet Cong depredations in 
Cambodia. 5 . Khmer Rouge guerrillas 
in action in Cambodia, 6. An armored 
unit of the Khmer Rouge with a 
Soviet-built tank, learning flag drill 
since they apparently have no radios! 
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Southern defeat on 

the Ho Chi Minh Trail 

Ronald H. Cole 


F rom 1963 to 1971, both North Vietnam 
and the United States sought to control 
Laos as an invaluable adjunct to success in 
South Vietnam. The Ho Chi Minh Trail 
in the Laotian panhandle provided the 
North Vietnamese with a major reinforce¬ 
ment and supply route to the Communist 
forces within South Vietnam. The United 
States hoped not only to shut down that 
route, but also to deny Laos itself to the 
Communists. The Americans felt that a 
Communist takeover in Laos would not 
only endanger the independence of South 
Vietnam but also that of Thailand, another 
anti-Communist ally. 

North Vietnam secretly maintained up 
to 100,000 troops in Laos from 1963 to 1971 
to help (and also to control) the indigenous 
Communists known as the Pathet Lao. 
Both Communist factions sought to over¬ 
throw the royalist-neutralist government. 
To frustrate them, the United States 
openly provided the Laos government 
forces with advisers, financial aid, and 
airpower. The US Central Intelligence 
Agency covertly supported and helped to 
lead a 30,000-man guerrilla army domi¬ 
nated by the Meo tribesmen and their com¬ 
mander, Major General Vang Pao. 

The war in Laos followed an annual 
pattern. During the dry season—from 
November to the end of April—the North 
Vietnamese and Pathet Lao emerged from 
their jungle sanctuaries in eastern Laos 
and struck westward: into the Plain of Jars 
in the north; the panhandle in the center; 
and the Bolovens Plateau in the south. 
With the arrival of the southwest monsoon 
rains in April and May, the royalists, 
neutralists, and the Meo guerrilla forces 
underthe umbrella of US airpower, re¬ 
captured most of the positions lost during 
the preceding six months. 


Communist deployment to 
protect supply routes 

In March 1970, the fall of the Cambodian 
government interrupted this pattern. 
Prince Norodom Sihanouk, attempting 
to placate the Communists, had allowed 
North Vietnam to use the seaport of 
Kompong Som (Sihanoukville) and routes 
and bases in eastern Cambodia to supply 
Communist forces in South Vietnam. 
With US assistance, the new Cambodian 
government of Lon Nol began a campaign 
to expel the North Vietnamese intruders. 
Already denied free use of the DMZ and 
the South Vietnamese coast, the North 
Vietnamese turned toward Laos as their 
last corridor into South Vietnam. In late 
1970, Hanoi decided to expand and improve 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail; considerable 
progress was made before Washington 
and Saigon decided to take stern counter¬ 
measures. 

By October 1970, the North Vietnamese 


Temporarily repulsed in 
Cambodia, the Communists 
stepped up traffic on 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail, 
provoking a South 
Vietnamese incursion 
into Laos early in 1971. 

In operation “Lam Son 
719/Dewey Canyon”, some 
16,000 ARVN troops aided 
by US air support and 
massive heli-lifts, 
struck across the border. 

Both Saigon 
and Hanoi claimed 
victory in this first 
major test of the 
Vietnamization program 


Army deployed in the central panhandle 
of Laos the equivalent of three divisions 
(estimated at 18,000 men), equipped with 
tanks, artillery, and anti-aircraftbatteries. 
With hard-won experience of the strike- 
power of American fighter-bombers, B-52s, 
and helicopter gun-ships, the North Viet¬ 
namese positioned overlapping fire rings 
of anti-aircraft weapons near every site 
where airpower might be used to cover the 
landing of heli-lifted US or South Viet¬ 
namese troops. From September 1970 to 
February 1971, the North Vietnamese 
brought 26,000 short tons (23,200 tons; 
23,600 tonnes) of supplies into the pan¬ 
handle, compared with an overall total of 
20,000short tons (17,860 tons; 18,140 tonnes) 
for the previous five years. 

The North Vietnamese build-up in the 
panhandle, and the activation in 1970 of 
the North Vietnamese 70B Corps, indicated 
a Communist dry-season offensive against 
Cambodia or the northern provinces of 
South Vietnam. The 70B Corps coordinated 
the bulk of North Vietnamese units in the 
border area of Laos and the two Vietnams: 
the 304th, 320th, and 308th Infantry Divi¬ 
sions, two artillery regiments, and one 
armored regiment. In December 1970, the 
US Commander in Chief, Pacific, Admiral 
John S. McCain, Jr., was ordered by 
President Nixon to ask General Abrams, 
Commander of MACV, to submit a plan 
for a pre-emptive strike into Laos by 
South Vietnamese ground forces. Because 
Congressional restrictions enacted after 
the Cambodian incursion prohibited the 
use of US ground troops in Cambodia or 
Laos, Abrams was instructed to limit the 
American military role to that of air and 
logistical support: President Nixon and 
his chief national security adviser. Dr. 
Henry Kissinger, had previously em¬ 
phasized to the US Joint Chiefs of Staff the 


need to step up Vietnamization. 

By January 1971, the South Vietnamese 
leader Nguyen Van Thieu had agreed to 
invade the Laotian panhandle. Thieu 
selected the commander of the ARVN’s 
I Corps, Lieutenant General Hoang Xuan 
Lam, to direct invasion planning, authoriz¬ 
ing him to utilize the nation’s general 
reserve—theelite Airborne Division and 
Marine Brigade. From I Corps, General 
Lam selected the 1st Infantry Division, the 
1st Armored Brigade, and a Ranger Group 
of three battalions. 

As the final objective for Lam’s opera¬ 
tion, Thieu designated the town of Tche- 
pone, about 22 miles (35km) inside Laos, 
where Highway 9 intersected the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail. Thieu believed that the seizure 
of Tchepone would cut the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail and thus disrupt the enemy’s wet- 
season offensive. General Lam planned to 
advance toward Tchepone along three 
axes: the 1st Armored Brigade was to move 
westward on Highway 9; the Airborne 
and Ranger battalions were to move by 
helicopter along the hilltops north of 
Highway 9; the 1st Infantry Division was 
to be heli-lifted along the escarpment- 
some 1,000ft (300m) high—south of the 
Xe Pon, a river flowing parallel to the south 
side of Highway 9. The Marines would 
form a reserve force. 


Preparation for a joint 
US/ARVN operation 


Named after a Vietnamese victory over 
the Chinese in 1427, "'Operation Lam Son 
719” (the American part of the operation 
was designated "Dewey Canyon 11”) com¬ 
prised four phases. Beginning on 30 
January, ARVN and US forces would clear 
Communist ambush sites and mines on 
Highway 9, from central Quang Tri pro¬ 
vince to the Laotian border, so that South 
Vietnamese ground forces could concen¬ 
trate near the former combat base of Khe 
Sanh in northwest Quang Tri province. In 
Phase II, beginning on 8 February, 16,000 
South Vietnamese would advancein tanks, 
armored personnel carriers, trucks, and 
helicopters to Tchepone. For the next two 
days the consolidation phase — Lam’s 
men would consolidate against counter¬ 
attack and destroy all enemy supply dumps 
in the Tchepone area. The withdrawal 
phase would begin on 10 March or later, 
depending on the strength of enemy 
resistance. 

During the planning of Lam Son 719, 
Lieutenant General James W. Sutherland, 
commanding XXIV Corps —the largest US 
military formation in the South Viet¬ 
namese I Corps tactical area—was ordered 
by General Abrams to assist General Lam. 
Sutherland committed several units to the 
operation: XXIV Corps Headquarters con¬ 
tributed an artillery group, an engineer 
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1, Men of the ARVN 1 st Infantry Div¬ 
ision wait for US Army UH-1 D "Huey" 
helicopters at Khe Sanh, 5 March 1 971. 

On 6 March, in "Operation Lam Son 719". 
two ARVN battalions were lifted over 40 
miles by 1 20 Hueys to a landing zone 
neat Tchepone. Laos: although they en¬ 
countered air defense estimated to be 
the most hostile of the entire war. 
only one Huey was damaged. 2 . Target of 
the Laotian operation; Communist supply 
trucks roll down the Ho Chi Minh Trail 
in the Laotian panhandle. 3. Communist 
engineers hasten to repair a section of 
the H*o Chi Minh Trail after a raid 
by US aircraft. 
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group, a combat aviation battalion, and a 
military police battalion; the 101st Air¬ 
borne Division (Airmobile) provided two 
brigades of airborne infantry, three bat¬ 
talions of divisional artillery, and a combat 
aviation group; the 1st Brigade of the 5th 
US Infantry Division (Mechanized) and 
the 11th Brigade of the 23d US Infantry 
Division (Americal) also participated. 
The total American force numbered 10,000 
men, 2,000 fixed-wing aircraft, and 600 
helicopters—but only the aircraft were to 
cross the border in close support of the 
South Vietnamese. 


Tough opposition from 
the North Vietnamese 


The Lam Son operational area extended 
for some 22 miles (35km) from east to west, 
and about 19 miles (30km) from north to 
south. Much of the terrain was moun¬ 
tainous and heavily forested, and even in 
.good weather the area offered few suitable 
landing sites for large-scale helicopter 
operations. During the northeast monsoon 
period, rain, fog, haze, and low cloud cover 
prevailed, forcing pilots providing air 
support to ground missions to fly very low. 
Anticipating this, the North Vietnamese 
had sited anti-aircraft batteries in those 
valleys where such aircraft were most 
likely to be operational. 

One minute after midnight on 30 January 
1971, the 1st Brigade of the 5th US Infantry 
(Mechanized) spearheaded the South Viet¬ 
namese advance to Khe Sanh. Phase I had 
begun. Despite a six-day news blackout 
imposed by General Abrams, the logistical 
build-up in northwest I Corps area and the 
movement towards Khe Sanh had alerted 
the enemy. On 1 February, even before 
Lam's men crossed the border, Hanoi, 
Peking and Moscow denounced the US for 
extending its '"imperial war of aggression” 
into Laos. Within a week, the anti-war 
lobby in Washington headed by Senator 
Mansfield, the Secretary-General of the 
United Nations, and the government of 
Laos itself had expressed strong dis¬ 
approval of the Lam Son/Dewey Canyon 
operation. 

Phase II began at 1000 on 8 February, 
when tanks and armored personnel 
carriers of the ARVN's 1st Armored 
Brigade crossed the frontier into Laos. 
North of Highway 9, the South Vietnamese 
Airborne Division and Ranger Group 
each established two hilltop firebases. 
South of the Xe Pon River, the ARVN’s 
1st Infantry Division constructed two 
firebases atop the escarpment. By 9 
February, General Lam's armored column 
had reached the Laotian village of Aloui, 
about halfway to Tchepone. 

After determining that the ARVN's 
advance was not merely a diversion for an 
invasion of North Vietnam or Cambodia, 
the commander of the North Vietnamese 
70B Corps committed the Communist 
troops to battle. Elements of three North 
Vietnamese divisions attacked from the 
north, hitting the ARVN's Airborne and 
Ranger bases with artillery, sapper assaults 
and infantry attacks. In the mornings and 
in the afternoons, thick haze mingled with 
the smoke from artillery shells hindered 
US helicopter support and reduced the 
amount of close air support given to the 
ARVN troops. By 22 February, the North 


Vietnamese had surrounded Ranger Base 
South; their anti-aircraft fire prevented 
aerial resupply of Ranger Base North. 
Under great pressure, the South Viet¬ 
namese Rangers withdrew. Their casual¬ 
ties were 298 killed and wounded, and they 
claimed to have killed 639 of their enemy. 

On 25 February, some 7 miles (12km) 
northwest of Aloui, a force of 20 Soviet- 
built PT-76 light tanks and about 2,000 
Communist infantry tried to storm Air¬ 
borne Objective 31. Supported by air 
strikes, the 500 paratroopers repulsed two 
waves of North Vietnamese and killed 
up to 1,000 enemy soldiers. After holding 
out for three days, the surviving ARVN 
paratroopers abandoned their position 
and fought their way south. The Com¬ 
munists captured 120 South Vietnamese, 
including the battalion commander. 

By 1 March, the loss of two firebases, and 
the isolation of two more on the ARVN 
force's northern flank, prompted General 
Lam to change his tactical plan. With three 
Communist divisions pressing hard from 
the north towards Highway 9, Lam realized 
that he could not push forward his armored 
brigade from Aloui to Tchepone. He de¬ 
ployed the armored, airborne, and Ranger 
battalions defensively, and ordered his 
1st Infantry Division to make a series of 
helicopter landings along the escarpment 
from Route 9, south of Aloui, to Tchepone. 
Aided by helicopters from an American 
combat aviation battalion, the 1st Infantry 
division established three landing zones 
by 5 March. 

North Vietnamese propaganda charac¬ 
terized the combat helicopter assaults as 
"leapfrogging”—tactics intended to give 
the illusion of a rapid and victorious thrust 
to the west when, in fact, no South Viet¬ 
namese battalion stayed in any landing 
zone long enough to hold it against coun¬ 
ter-attack. Hanoi further charged that 
by naming the three landing zones after 
western movie stars—-"Lolo” for Gina 
Lollobrigida; "Liz” for Elizabeth Taylor; 
and "Sophie” for Sophia Loren—American 
planners had inadvertently betrayed the 
"myth” of Vietnamization. 



An aerial armada 
of “Huey Slicks” 



On 6 March, a bright clear day, USAF 
B-52s bombed the Tchepone area in pre¬ 
paration for the climax of Lam Son 719—- 
the arrival of an enormous helicopter 
armada. On that day, 120 "Huey Slicks” 
(Bell UH-IH Iroquois helicopters) left 
Khe Sanh, carrying two ARVN infantry 
battalions a distance of up to 48 miles 
(77km)—the largest, longest-ranging com¬ 
bat helicopter assault of the Vietnam War. 
To the front, flanks, and rear of the heli- 3 
copters, gunships from an American air 
cavalry squadron poured heavy fire on the 
landing zone and anti-aircraft batteries 
in the vicinity. The two battalions lost 
only one helicopter to anti-aircraft fire 
during the approach, and encountered 
little resistance on the ground. 

Two days after the landing at Tchepone, 
General Sutherland at Da Nang and 
General Abrams at Saigon pronounced 
Lam Son 719 an unqualified success. 
Abrams stated that General Lam’s forces 
had seized enough rice to feed 159 batta¬ 
lions for 30 days: enough rifles and other 4 
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1. Close support from a “Huey” gunship 
for ground forces in “Lam Son 71 9“; 
some 108 helicopters were lost and 
around 600 damaged in Laotian operat¬ 
ions between 8 February-9 April 1971. 

2. ARVN forces encountered Soviet-built 
armor during the thrust into Laos: this 
aerial reconniassance photograph shows 
Soviet-made T-54/55 tanks destroyed by 
US air strikes in the Laotian panhandle 

in March 1972. 3. Soviet-built PT-76 
light amphibious tanks of the kind 
encountered in 1 971; these were dest¬ 
royed by US fighter-bombers northeast 
of Tchepone in March 1 972. 4. This 
PT-76 captured by the ARVN in Laos in 
1 971 was repaired and returned to 
action against the Communists. 5. US 
Marine Corps CH-46 Sea Knight heli¬ 
copters take off for an air-ground 
support mission. 6 . Map: Operation Lam 
Son 71 9. 7. ARVN infantry move 
through thick tropical vegetation while 
searching for enemy supply depots and 
bunkers along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 
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small arms to equip eight North Vietna¬ 
mese infantry battalions; enough machine 
guns, mortars, and artillery pieces to equip 
nine infantry battalions; and 800 short 
tons (714 tons; 726 tonnes) of ammunition. 
Moreover, General Lam’s forces claimed 
to have killed some 7,100 North Vietna¬ 
mese up to 8 March. 


Laotian withdrawal: both 
sides claim victory 


On 10 March, however, anticipating the 
heavy rains of April and a massive counter¬ 
offensive by the reinforced units of the 
Communist 70B Corps, General Lam 
ordered his troops to begin withdrawal 
from all bases—although the South Viet¬ 
namese were still heavily engaged with 
strong enemy forces. For the next five days. 
North Vietnamese mortar, sapper, infan¬ 
try, and anti-aircraft battalions repeatedly 
struck at Lam’s troops as they were heli- 
^ lifted back to Quang Tri province. To mini¬ 
mize the time spent by US helicopters over 
'*hot” landing zones, the Assistant Com¬ 
mander of the 101st US Airborne Division, 
Brigadier General Sidney B. Berry, Jr., 
ordered his pilots to pack in as many South 
Vietnamese as possible. Seeing helicopters 
filled to the point of overflowing and afraid 
of being abandoned, some ARVN personnel 
panicked and climbed onto the helicopters’ 
skids for a most perilous flight. 

On the escarpment, about 10 miles (16km) 
southeast of Aloui, North Vietnamese 
forces on 22 March attacked the ARVN 
147th Marine Battalion, defending Fire 
Base Delta. After four hours’ fighting, the 
North Vietnamese forced the Marines to 
evacuate the hill by helicopter. Comment¬ 
ing on this last battle of Lam Son 719, the 
North Vietnamese propaganda machine 
said: 

'Typical of that total debacle was the 
sight of Saigon soldiers trying to 
cling to the choppers’ skids, and being 
kicked down by American airmen.. .. 
The Americans ended by plastering 
grease on the skids ... a fine picture of 
Vietnamization!” 

After the 101st US Airborne Combat 
Aviation Group had removed the last 
South Vietnamese soldiers from the Lao¬ 
tian panhandle on 25 March, Hanoi and 
Saigon both published impressive casualty 
figures. Calling the battle "a complete 
victory”, Hanoi claimed to have killed, 
wounded, or captured 16,400 men, in¬ 
cluding 200 Americans. Saigon, however, 
alleged that General Lam's troops had 
killed 13,636 North Vietnamese at a cost of 
a little more than 6-,000killed and wounded. 
American experts estimated that the 
South Vietnamese had actually suffered 
approximately 50 percent casualties— 
nearly 10,000 killed, wounded, or missing. 

Was Lam Son 719 an impressive South 
Vietnamese victory, a stalemate, or a 
devastating defeat? In answer, it must be 
determined whether General Lam’s in¬ 
vasion attained its two fundamental objec¬ 
tives: first, to foil enemy preparations for 
a spring offensive; second, to show that the 
South Vietnamese could fight virtually 
on their own—the measure of the Viet¬ 
namization program. 

Lam Son 719 succeeded in disrupting 


many North Vietnamese offensive pre¬ 
parations in the Laotian panhandle. 
General Lam’s forces inflicted enormous 
losses upon the Communists: General 
Sutherland’s staff officers estimated that 
the South Vietnamese had killed 10,505 
enemy, andthatUSairsupportand artillery 
had accounted for a further 8,900. Suther¬ 
land predicted that these losses would 
compel 70B Corps to postpone a general 
offensive in the South for up to six months; 
in fact, he under-estimated by six months 
the time the North Vietnamese would 
need before launching another major 
offensive. However, whether Hanoi waited 
twelve months because of the losses sus¬ 
tained during Lam Son 719—or whether 
the North Vietnamese were instead await¬ 
ing the withdrawal of American troops 
before renewing their assault—cannot 
be determined from the intelligence avail¬ 
able. 

Along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, Lam Son 
719 had disrupted Communist logistical 
activity only briefly. Within a week of the 
battle at Fire Base Delta, US pilots reported 
that North Vietnamese vehicles again 
moved freely down the Trail. In May, in¬ 
telligence sources reported that the North 
Vietnamese had rebuilt Tchepone. Only 
permanent deployment of large ARVN 
ground forces along Highway 9, from 
South Vietnam to Thailand, could have 
substantially interdicted the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail. 


Limitations in the ARVN 
command are revealed 


As a test of Vietnamization, Lam Son 
719 revealed both strengths and weak¬ 
nesses in ARVN leadership and training. 
Early in the operation, a comparative lack 
of opposition had made the South Viet¬ 
namese overconfident. But when the 
ARVN’s advance bogged down near Aloui, 
that overconfidence was quickly replaced 
by undue reliance on US air support, heli¬ 
copters, and artillery. 

General Lam’s staff had made a major 
planning error in placing the Ranger and 
Airborne battalions on the most vulner¬ 
able northern flank. Trained and equipped 
as light infantry and inexperienced in 
operations at divisional level, the Ranger 
and Airborne troops lacked the skill, 
armor, and firepower to withstand armored 
assault and North Vietnamese artillery 
bombardment. The ARVN 1st Infantry 
Division, with its armor, artillery, and 
extensive experience in large operations, 
would have been better able to hold off the 
North Vietnamese and keep Highway 9 
open. The inflexibility of I Corps’ staff 
prevented it from recognizing and rectify¬ 
ing the error until early March. 

The North Vietnamese had displayed 
fairly efficient conventional tactical skill 
against a strong South Vietnamese task 
force. Adverse weather and rugged terrain, 
compelling US pilots to fly low along 
predictable routes, enabled Communist 
anti-aircraft gunners to put up effective 
barrages over every hilltop occupied by 
the ARVN. The North Vietnamese also 
exploited the ARVN’s failure to throw out 
patrols beyond fire base perimeters to 
prevent the enemy from establishing 
avenues of approach to South Vietnamese 
positions. Whenever US aircraft threat- 


Operation Lam Son 719, 

8 February-9 April 1971 

Objective 

Disruption of Communist supply and 
reinforcement operations in the Laotian 
panhandle by ARVN forces with US 
air support 


Strengths 

Laotian forces (estimates. 1971) 
pro -Go vernmen t: 


Royal Laotian forces 

c.60.000 

Meo tribesmen 

c.1 2,000 

Other irregulars 

c.8,000 

Thai troops in Laos 

c.5,000 

US advisers 

c.2,000 

Anti-Go vernmen t: 

Pathet Lao 

c.30,000 

Irregulars 

c.3,000 

NVN in Laos 

c.70,000 

Lam Son 719 forces: 

ARVN (maximum) 

c.17.000 

US (in support) 

c.10,000 

Viet Cong combat troops 

c.13,000 

support troops 

c.9,000 

US air support operations 

1st Marine Air Wing: 

Sorties by CFI-53 helicopters 

3.025 

Short tons of cargo lifted 

5.927 

Troops lifted 

2.524 

Sorties by fixed-wing aircraft 

945 

Short tons of ordnance dropped 2,630 

US Air Force: 

Tactical air strikes 

c.8.000 

Sorties by B-52s 

1.358 

Short tons of ordnance 
dropped by B-52s 

c.20.000 

US aircraft losses: 

US Air Force aircraft lost 

6 

US Navy aircraft lost 

1 

USMC helicopter lost 

1 

US Army helicopters lost 

c.107 

US Army helicopters damaged 

c.600 

Ground forces losses 

LfS: 1 76 killed. 1,942 wounded, 42 

missing 

ARVN (Govt, figures): 1.483 killed. 

5.420 wounded, 691 missing 
Tanks destroyed or captured 

75 

Crew-served weapons 
destroyed or captured 

198 

Individual weapons destroyed 
or captured 

c.3.000 

Communist: 

Killed (c.4,800 by air strikes) 

13.636 

captured 

69 

Artillery pieces 

76 

Tanks 

106 

Trucks 

405 

Crew-served weapons 

1.934 

Individual weapons 

5.066 

Short tons of rice 

1 2.000 


(Figures for Communist equipment 
destroyed or damaged relate only to 
equipment lost to ground forces) 


1. A downed USAF pilot is lifted from 
Laotian jungle by a helicopter of the 
USAF's 40th Aerospace Rescue and 
Recovery Squadron, 22 April 1 971. 
Because the North Vietnamese 
often used downed aircraft as bait to 
draw rescue personnel into ambushes, 
many aircraft had to be abandoned. 

2. Pathet Lao troops with a Soviet- 
built armored car in the Plain of 

Jars, their stronghold in northern Laos. 
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ened Communist troops besieging an 
ARVN-held hilltop, the enemy easily 
advanced to the defense perimeter and 
**hugged*’ it so closely that American 
pilots often held their fire for fear of hitting 
friendly troops. 

The heavy losses incurred by the ARVN’s 
three best divisions in Lam Son 719 prob¬ 
ably discouraged South Vietnam’s military 
leaders very greatly. Thieu had deployed 
his general reserve divisions alongside 
General Lam’s 1st Infantry Division—a 
unit often praised by US Army officers as a 
model for Vietnamization. But despite 
support from Sutherland’s XXIV Corps 
and from nearly half the US air power 
available in Indochina, the elite ARVN 
formations left the Laotian panhandle 
under great pressure and with consider¬ 
able losses. Without substantial American 
air support, it is doubtful whether the 
South Vietnamese could have stayed so 
long in Laos—or have withdrawn with a 
.casualty rate of only 50 percent. 

During Lam Son 719, Communist aggres¬ 
sion in other areas of central and southern 
Laos slackened when North Vietnamese 
reinforcements were rushed toward High¬ 
way 9. The war in northern Laos, however, 
continued briskly: the Communists closed 
in on the Royal Laotian capital of Luang 
Prabang and the major Meo stronghold 
at Long Tieng. 

Communist offensive in 
northern Laos 


The North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao 
began their push to take Luang Prabang 
on 2 February, with the seizure of Muong 
Soui, just west of the Plain of Jars. By 20 
March, six Communist battalions (some 
3,000 men) had moved close enough to hit 
Luang Prabang with 150 rocket and 
mortar rounds. In five days’ fighting, 250 
government troops were killed or wounded. 
On 24 March, three battalions from 
Vientiane reinforced government troops 
at Luang Prabang, holding the North 
Vietnamese west of the Plain of Jars for the 
remainder of the dry season. 

South of the Plain of Jars, on 12-14 
February, North Vietnamese and Pathet 
Lao besieged General Vang Pao’s head¬ 
quarters at Long Tieng. Although the 
Communists inflicted up to 700 casualties 
on the CIA-sponsored Meo guerrilla force 
during February, they failed to dislodge it. 
On 6 March, the Laotian defense ministry 
dispatched to Long Tieng a relief force 
made up of three battalions of Laotians and 
four battalions of Thai volunteers. While 
the Communists waited on the hills and 
ridges overlooking Long Tieng, Vang Pao 
readied his troops for their annual wet 
season counter-offensive. 

Washington, disillusioned by the in¬ 
decisive nature of the seasonal offensives 
and counter-offensives, decided to cut US 
military assistance to Laos. General 
Abrams reflected this political decision 
when, in the spring of 1971, he planned to 
halve the number of sorties flown in Laos 
after 1 July 1971. Allocating a total of 
11,750 sorties per month to Laos, Abrams 
directed 70 percent of them to the pan¬ 
handle and southern Laos, believing that 
after Lam Son 719 the North Vietnamese 
would work desperately to rebuild the 
Ho Chi Minh Trail in both areas. The re¬ 


maining fighter-bomber, B-52, and heli¬ 
copter sorties were directed to northern 
Laos. This meant that the Royal Laotian 
Army at Luang Prabang and Vang Pao’s 
guerrillas at Long Tieng could expect to 
benefit from only 32 sorties daily, instead 
of the former 60. 

General Vang Pao’s CIA advisers warned 
him of the imminent cutback in US air 
support. He therefore decided to begin the 
wet season offensive early, to get the 
maximum benefit from American air sup¬ 
port before 1 July. The Meo commander 
planned his fiercest attack of thecampaign, 
aimed at disrupting Communist prepara¬ 
tions for a 1972 offensive in northern Laos. 
But before Vang Pao could strike deeply 
into the Communist base areas in the 
Plain of Jars, he had to drive out 3,000 or 
more North Vietnamese entrenched on the 
hilltops north of Long Tieng. 


A Communist victory 
is foreshadowed 


Vang Pao began his 1971 campaign on 
15 April, with a victorious sweep of *'Sky- 
line Ridge”, about 4 miles (6km) north of 
Long Tieng. From 23 April until the end of 
May, Vang Pao drove the enemy from Hill 
1662, Hill 1798, and the Phou Phaxai 
Ridge with a series of feints and frontal 
assaults. On 3 June, 700 Meo guerrillas 
were airlifted over the North Vietnamese 
positions to Phou Seu on the Plain of Jars. 
By threatening the Communist rear area, 
Vang Pao hoped to draw off the 3,000 troops 
menacing Long Tieng. But not until 29 
June did the Communists react as the 
Laotian general hoped and withdrew to 
protect their logistical base areas. 

When the US air sorties over Laos were 
cut down on 1 July, Vang Pao’s push into 
the Plain of Jars had just begun. In an 
attempt to reach important Communist 
supply dumps, the Meo leader swiftly 
advanced three task forces towards the 
Plain. The Communists decided to delay 
their dry season offensive no longer and 
counter-attacked immediately. On 7 to 13 
July, two North Vietnamese regiments 
supported by PT-76 light tanks partially 
drove back the Meos. A month later. Com¬ 
munist forces repulsed Vang Pao’s column 
on Highway 4, east of the Plain of Jars. 

In December, some 15,000 North Viet¬ 
namese with strong tank and heavy 
artillery support drove the greatly out¬ 
matched Meo guerrillas from the Plain of 
Jars. By 27 December, the Communists had 
recaptured Phou Phaxai, Skyline Ridge, 
and all the northern approaches to Long 
Tieng. The evacuation of 30,000 Meo 
women and children began while the 
Communists shelled Vang Pao’s strong¬ 
hold. 

The shelling of Long Tieng signalled 
that the seasonal nature of the war in 
Laos had been restored. Once again. 
North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao troops 
dominated the highlands, the plateaus, 
and the panhandle of eastern Laos, while 
the government forces clung to the western 
lowlands. The withdrawal of South Viet¬ 
namese troops from the Tchepone area, 
and the cutback in US air support, had 
destroyed the near-equality of both sides 
in Laos. Early in 1972, many expert ob¬ 
servers concluded that time was running 
out for the anti-Communist forces in Laos. 
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1. A USAF air reconnaissance picture 
shows trucks destroyed by air strikes 
on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, February 
1971,2. ARVN troops hold a section of 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail during the thrust 
into Laos; behind the soldiers is the 
entrance to a storage cave. 3. Men of 
the ARVN rearguard are heli-lifted 
from Laos at the close of "Lam Son 
719", 4. ARVN troops in action; in 
spite of the heavy casualties they 
inflicted on the North Vietnamese, 
Communist supply traffic was only 
briefly halted. 5. North Vietnamese 
AAA put up the toughest air defense 
of the war during "Lam Son 71 9". 
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B-52s: strategic bombers 
in a tactical role 

John T. Greenwood 


T he war in Southeast Asia turned many 
things upside down. For more than 
seven years, the Boeing B-52 Stratofortress 
strategic jet bombers of the US Strategic 
Air Command (SAC) hauled and dropped 
millions of "iron bombs’’ (i.e., non-nuclear 
ordnance) in an essentially tactical role, 
while tactical fighter-bombers attempted 
to conduct a quasi-strategic air war against 
North Vietnam, Throughout these years, 
the B-52s flew routine missions to support 
ground forces, attack hostile base areas, 
blunt enemy offensives, and interdict 
infiltration routes in South Vietnam, 
Laos, and Cambodia. Then, during eleven 
days in December 1972, the big bombers 
played their most spectacular, costly, and 
successful role—in the "Linebacker 11’’ 
bombing campaign against targets in the 
Hanoi'Haiphong area of North Vietnam. 
Their attacks helped to urge the North 
Vietnarnese back to the Paris peace talks 
that eventually produced a settlement in 
January 1973, This "Eleven-Day-War’’ 
was the only time in some eight years of 
bombing that the B-52s were employed in a 
nearly strategic role, and it brought the 
air war against North Vietnam to a close. 

When the Kennedy administration 
adopted the "flexible response’’ strategy, 
stressing conventional warfare, Strategic 
Air Command closely examined the tacti¬ 
cal potential of its strategic bombers. The 
B-52 was chosen for operations over 
Vietnam because it was much better 
suited for such activity than the smaller 
B-47 or B-58. Although originally designed 
for both nuclear and conventional roles, 
the B-52s were, by the early 1960s, dedicated 
solely to strategic deterrence. 


Stratofortresses deployed 
for “Arc Light” strikes 


Early in 1964, Secretary of Defense 
McNamara asked SAC to improve its 
capabilities for limited war. The command 
conducted tests with "iron bombs’’ to 
determine the best weapons, loads, and 
release intervals to obtain concentrated 
impact patterns for the 27 bombs a B-52 
could carry. Multiple ejector racks for 12 
bombs were attached to the two under¬ 
wing pylons normally used for "Hound 
Dog" air-to-ground missiles. The bomb 
load of the B-52Fs selected for conven¬ 
tional operations was thus nearly doubled, 
from 27 to 51, and SAC ordered racks for the 
2d and 320th Bomb Wings assigned to Far 
East contingency plans. 

As the situation in South Vietnam 
worsened, the Joint Chiefs deployed the 
modified B-52Fs to Andersen Air Force 
Base, Guam, in February 1965. Under the 
operational designation "Arc Light", the 
B-52s stood by to strike targets in North 
Vietnam in reprisal for terrorist actions 
against US personnel in the South. 


In “Arc Light” strikes 
against the Viet Cong in 
South Vietnam and 
Cambodia, in “Commando 
Hunt” operations against 
Communist supply routes 
in Laos, in 

“Linebacker” raids on 
military targets in 
North Vietnam, and in 
close-support 
missions thought at first 
to be suitable only 
for fighter-bombers, 
the B-52 Stratofortresses 
of the USAF delivered 
massive blows with their 
destructive “iron bombs” 


General Westmoreland wished to employ 
the idle B-52s on Guam in support of his 
ground forces, but he found no support 
for the proposal. An operation by Ameri¬ 
can and South Vietnamese tactical air¬ 
craft on 15 April 1965, near Black Virgin 
Mountain, changed matters. Ineffectual 
bombing, in spite of the large number of 
fighter-bombers involved, led Westmore¬ 
land to press even more strongly for the 
B-52s: their large loads could provide the 
well-planned bombing pattern over a wide 
area needed to root out dispersed Viet 
Cong base camps. After meeting West¬ 
moreland in Honolulu on 19-20 April, 
McNamara decided to use the strategic 
bombers for tactical operations in South 
Vietnam. Accordingly, the JCS ordered 
SAC and its Third Air Division on Guam to 
prepare the B-52s for conventional bomb¬ 
ing operations—Arc Light. 

Westmoreland wanted Arc Light strikes 
primarily for saturation bombing of Viet 
Cong base areas. A great bonus was that 
the B-52s would free tactical aircraft for 
more time-sensitive battlefield targets. In 
addition, the bombers could attack regard¬ 
less of time of day or weather. This was 
especially valuable during the consistently 
bad flying weather of the northeast mon¬ 
soon season (November to April) that 
restricted tactical air strikes. Thus, SAC’s 
intercontinental strategic bombers be¬ 
came a huge reserve of flying artillery, 
able to reach targets beyond the range of 
Westmoreland’s heaviest guns. 

After some weeks of sifting intelligence 
data, MACV finally settled on the Ben Cat 
Special Zone, in Binh Duong province 
northwest of Saigon, for the first strike. 
SAC’s Third Air Division executed "Arc 
Light I” on 18 June 1965: 30 B-52Fs flew the 
12-hour, 5,500-mile (8,850km) round-trip 
from Guam to South Vietnam, refueled by 


KC-135S from Kadena Air Base, Okinawa. 
The force was divided into the three- 
aircraft cells that became the standard 
formation for all Arc Light operations. 
Tragedy struck the first mission when two 
aircraft, their pilots unused to formation 
flying, collided during air refueling and 
crashed into the South China Sea, killing 
eight of twelve crew members. Only 26 
B-52s released over target, and post-strike 
reconnaissance revealed little damage to 
the Viet Cong. But Westmoreland con¬ 
sidered the results significant enough to 
warrant further operations. 

Throughout the summer and fall, mis¬ 
sions of up to 30 Arc Light B-52s attacked 
enemy bases and troop concentrations, 
indirectly aiding South Vietnamese and 
American ground operations. In Nov¬ 
ember, B-52s supported US ground forces 
for the first time, when the 1st Cavalry 
Division encountered North Vietnamese 
units in the la Drang Valley near the 
Cambodian border. Eighteen B-52s struck 
enemy troop concentrations on 15 Nov¬ 
ember, and additional strikes took place 
on subsequent days. In all, 96 sorties were 
flown and 1,795 short tons (1,603 tons; 
1,628 tonnes) of bombs were dropped. By 
the end of 1965, when the large formations 
of 18 to 30 aircraft had been dropped in 
favor of smaller missions, the B-52s were 
averaging 300 sorties per month. 


Structural modifications 
increase the bomb load 


Even as the B-52Fs shuttled off to South 
Vietnam on their missions, SAC was 
planning to replace them. The prospect of a 
long commitment to Arc Light prompted 
SAC to employ the more numerous B-52Ds 
and to give them greater conventional 
striking power. The "Big Belly’’ program 
of 1965 modified 82 B-52Ds to carry 42 
750-pound (340kg) bombs —or as many as 
84 500-pounders (227kg) —inside the plane, 
with 24 750-pounders or 500-pounders 
suspended from simple "stub’’ pylons 
beneath the wings. These changes in¬ 
creased the B-52s’ maximum "iron-bomb" 
load from 51 bombs totaling 27,000 pounds 
(12,247kg) to 108 bombs totaling 60,000 
pounds (27,216kg). Also developed were 
"C-racks" that could be loaded with 28 
500-pounders and "clipped" into the bomb 
bays. Between December 1965 and Sept¬ 
ember 1967, the entire B-52D fleet was 
modified. 

Studies made by Boeing of the heavier 
weight carried by the Arc Light B-52s 
resulted in a structural strengthening 
program to extend aircraft service life. 
While undergoing "Big Belly" and struc¬ 
tural modifications, all B-52Ds received 
new radar transponders for ground- 
directed bombing and coats of camouflage 
paint. After tests to find upper-surface 
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1. Strategic bombers in a tactical 
role in Southeast Asia: a flight of 
B-52s seen from the cockpit of another 
Stratofortress. The big bombers flew 
their first mission in Vietnam — 
against a Viet Cong base northwest of 
Saigon—on 18June 1965.2. For their 
missions in Southeast Asia the B-52s 
carried non-nuclear ordnance—"iron 
bombs". Under the "Big Belly" program 
of 1 965. a B-52 could carry 42 of the 
7501b bombs, seen here, internally and 
24 more on underwing pylons. 3. Bombs 
fall from a B-52 over North Vietnam, 
which was first struck by Strato- 
fortresses on 11 April 1 966. 
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camouflage schemes that would hamper 
visual detection of low-flying B-52s by 
enemy interceptors, SAC chose a mottled 
pattern of tan and two shades of green. A 
black under-surface and tail fin were 
chosen for searchlight suppression in the 
case of strikes on North Vietnam, where 
optically-guided anti-aircraft guns con¬ 
stituted a major defense element. The 
B-52Fs based on Guam received temporary 
coats of black over their white nuclear- 
blast-reflection paint; only the B-52Ds 
received coats of camouflage and black. 

From June 1965 to March 1966, the 
B-52FS of the 7th, 320th, and 484th Wings 
conducted Arc Light operations, spending 
alternating 90-day rotations at Andersen 
Air Force Base, Guam. On 1 April, however, 
the 28th and 454th Wings, with ”Big Belly” 
B-52Ds, assumed responsibility for Arc 
Light. 


“Combat Skyspot” aids 
bombing accuracy 


Because improved intelligence had re¬ 
sulted in a three-fold increase i n targets for 
B-52 strikes, early in 1966 Westmoreland 
requested a sortie increase from 300 
to 450 per month, then to 600, and later to 
800. McNamara approved the 800 sortie 
level for August, but munitions shortages 
and construction work at Guam delayed 
achievernent of even 600 sorties per month 
until November 1966. But although the 
desired 800 sorties could not be flown, the 
added hitting power of the ''Big Belly” 
B-52Ds pleased Westmoreland. 

The arrival of ground-directed bombing 
equipment in 1966 solved many problems 
associated with B-52 employment. The 
movement to South Vietnam and Thailand 
of SAC Radar Bomb Scoring teams, which 
normally trained radar bombardiers, pro¬ 
vided the flexibility and accuracy required 
to use Arc Light bombers in direct support 
of ground forces. Operating with aircraft 
carrying the new radar transponders, the 
radars of the bomb-scoring detachments 
could direct bombers and tactical aircraft 
to targets up to 100 international nautical 
miles (185km) away with good accuracy. 
The first of seven radar sites was establish¬ 
ed at Bien Hoa air base in March 1966, and a 
modification increased the radars’ range to 
200 international nautical miles (370km). 
These units, later named ”Combat Sky- 
spot”, made the B-52s more responsive to 
growing ground force demands. 

The presence of Combat Skyspot al¬ 
lowed Third Air Division, on 1 July 1966, to 
place six B-52s on 10-hour alert as a ”Quick 
Reaction Force”, to respond to strike 
requests by field commanders. This was a 
marked improvement over the 24 hours 
previously required to hit a planned 
target 1,100 by 2,200 yards (1 by 2km) in 
area. Combat Skyspot also permitted 
controllers to divert aircraft to targets 
that appeared while the bombers were in 
flight. But despite these improvements. 
Arc Light missions could not strike within 
3,300 yards (3km) of friendly forces. 

In 1966, B-52s struck North Vietnam for 
thefirsttime. On 11 and27 Aprilthebombers 
attacked the Mu Gia Pass, leading into the 
Ho Chi Minh Trail network in Laos, but 
slowed infiltration and supply movement 
only briefly. After the initial Arc Light 
sorties hit Laos in December 1965, B-52s 
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routinely bombed roads and trans-ship¬ 
ment points in the panhandle area. As the 
war dragged on, SLAM (Seek, Locate, 
Annihilate, Monitor) zones and special 
areas were set up in Laos as "free fire 
zones” for B-52s and tactical aircraft. 
However, the B-52s did not strike northern 
Laos until 1970. 

MACV incessantly requested more Arc 
Light sorties to allow wider 1 atitude for the 
use of airpower in different bombing 
campaigns. Additional B-52 sorties would 
permit ground support and strikes against 
Viet Cong territory and base camps, as well 
as continued bombing of infiltration routes 
and supply bases along the trails in Laos 
and South Vietnam. MACV prevailed: 
the sortie rate was raised to 800 per month 
in February 1967, thus requiring more 
B-52Ds at Andersen. This, however, was 
the saturation point for Guam. In order to 
increase the sortie rate and relieve basing 
problems, it was necessary to base the 
bombers closer to their targets. U-Tapao 
airfield at Sattahip, Thailand, was chosen 
and Thai approval gained for its use by 
B-52s. By 10 July 1967, B-52sfrom U-Tapao, 
based just a few hours from their targets, 1 
were flying more than half the Arc Light 
sorties without aerial refueling. 

Sortie rates were never far from the 
minds of American planners during 1966 
and 1967. Any increase over 800 promised 
serious repercussions in the Western 
Pacific because it would require additional 
aircraft, crews, and bases — notably 
Kadena, Okinawa. In November 1967, 
despite SAC's reservations concerning 
the impact on the strategic alert forces and 
crews, McNamara approved a sortie rate of 
1,200 from 1 February 1968. 


Stratofortresses give 
close-in support 


Arc Light operations in the last half of 
1967 were mainly concentrated near the 
DMZ, where North Vietnamese gunners 
were shelling US Marine Corps fire sup¬ 
port bases at Con Thien, Camp Carroll, and 
Dong Ha. In "Operation Neutralize” (11 
September-31 October), the concentrated 
firepower of artillery, tactical aircraft, 
naval gunfire, and B-52s was used in an 
around-the-clock SLAM operation to des¬ 
troy enemy positions and guns threaten¬ 
ing the bases. Two Arc Light missions were 2 
flown each day; 910 sorties hit targets in 
the DMZ alone. This hammering appeared 
to blunt the enemy drive, for shelling de¬ 
clined sharply after October. 

As the rainy season began, enemy 
pressure shifted away from the DMZ to 
the Central Highlands. Arc Light sorties 
in the northern provinces decreased con¬ 
siderably from September to November. 
One of the November sorties, however, was 
to prove as significant for the later defense 
of Khe Sanh as Operation Neutralize. 
During a mission, a B-52 accidentally 
breached the 3,300-yard (3km) limit by 
bombing within 1,500 yards (1.4km) of the 
Marine lines at Con Thien. The strike set 
off a series of secondary explosions, indicat¬ 
ing that the enemy were "hugging” the 
Marine positions to exploit the safety 
zone. This led to a reappraisal of earlier 
proposals for using the B-52s for "close-in” 
support. 

In late 1967 and early 1968, clear indica- 












US Air Force Losses in 
Southeast Asia, 

January 1962—August 1973 

Aircraft lost—combat and 

operational/causes 2,257 

USAF personnel killed 2,118 

USAF personnel wounded 3,460 

USAF personnel missing/captured 586 
Cost of USAF operations: 
$3,129,900,000 


1 . An aerial reconnaissance photograph 
of an area of the Demilitarized Zone 
prior to intensive air strikes. 

2. Extensive cratering in the same area 
after B-52 bomber and tactical air 
strikes. When an enemy buildup in the 
DMZ threatened the US Marine base at 
Con Thien in September 1967, intensive 
B-52 action contributed to a "Dien 
Bien Phu in reverse"—about 10 per 
cent of the North Vietnamese force 


concentrated in the DMZ was killed or 
wounded. 3. A B-52 drops 7501b and 
1,0001b bombs on a target near Bien 
Hoa, December 1966. 4 . B-52s striking 
into Southeast Asia from Guam required 
12 hours flying time and aerial 
refueling: from the base at U-Tapao, 
Thailand, seen here, targets could be 
reached in two to five hours. 

5 . Loading the internal bomb-racks 
of a Stratofortress. 
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tions of an impending enemy offensive 
around the Marine base at Khe Sanh 
prompted MACV to plan '’Operation 
Niagara'', a sustained SLAM air effort to 
disrupt the enemy's preparations and help 
hold Allied positions. A large part of the 
Arc Light effort was already devoted to 
interdiction strikes in the general area, 
and preliminaries to Niagara were under¬ 
way when the North Vietnamese struck 
Khe Sanh on 21 January 1968. Westmore¬ 
land ordered Operation Niagara to be fully 
implemented next day. 


Khe Sanh: breaking 
the enemy’s back 


Between initiation of the attack on Khe 
Sanh and the opening of the Tet offensive 
on 30 January, President Johnson re¬ 
sponded to the North Korean seizure of the 
USS Pueblo by sending 26 more B-52s to the 
Pacific—15 to Kadena and 11 to Guam. The 
force needed to support the approved 
1,200 sorties was already present, so the 
new B-52s formed a handy reserve to 
combat the Tet offensive in South Vietnam. 
While air operations at Khe Sanh con¬ 
tinued unabated into February, the sortie 
rate was soon pushed to 1,800 monthly to 
meet the enemy threat. To achieve this, the 
Kadena-based B-52s joined the flight. 

New tactics enhanced the B-52s' effec¬ 
tiveness in defending Khe Sanh. Three 
Stratofortresses were now over their 
targets every 90 minutes; this was later 
changed to six aircraft every three hours. 
Khe Sanh was receiving 48 of the 60 daily 
sorties, and the introduction of close-in 
missions made the strikes even more 
deadly. Based on the Con Thien experience, 
close-in support against targets within 
1,094 yards (1,000m) of Marine positions 
proved feasible when two Combat Skyspot 
sites were used to direct the aircraft. 
During Operation Niagara, 101 close-in 
missions with 556 sorties were flown. One 
mission "Yankee 37", struck some 1,400 
yards (1,300m) from Marine lines and 
touched off secondary explosions lasting 
more than two hours. In the Khe Sanh 
fighting, B-52s completed 2,548 sorties and 
dropped 59,542 short tons (53,162 tons; 
54,006 tonnes) of bombs. The precise effect 
of the strikes will never be known, but 
Westmoreland told Third Air Division 
personnel at Andersen on 13 June 1968 
that "the thing that broke their backs was 
basically the B-52s". 

After President Johnson halted Rolling 
Thunder operations against North Viet¬ 
nam on 1 November 1968, much greater 
target emphasis was placed on the Laotian 
trail network and its entry points from 
North Vietnam. B-52s played an essential 
role in Seventh Air Force’s "Commando 
Hunt" operations to interdict the south¬ 
ward flow of men, supplies, equipment, 
and fuel during the Laotian dry season. 
In the first Commando Hunt, B-52 sorties 
were directed mainly against trans¬ 
shipment points and truck parks. 

B-52s effectively engaged in three rainy- 
season Commando Hunt campaigns from 
1969-70 to 1971-72. Cambodia became a 
target for Arc Light in 1969. Stratofor¬ 
tresses also supported the Cambodian 
incursion, in May 1970, and "LamSon 719", 
the following year’s unsuccessful South 
Vietnamese attempt to block the Com¬ 


munist trails in Laos by seizing Tchepone. 

After Richard M. Nixon's election, the 
costs of the war, domestic unrest, and the 
administration's policy of "Vietnamiza- 
tion" began to influence the air war. 
Secretary of Defense Melvin R. Laird cut 
the Arc Light sortie rate to 1,600 on 15 
July 1969 and to 1,400 early in October. 
Fiscal constraints and the continuing US 
withdrawal from the ground fighting 
reduced Arc Light sorties to 1,000 monthly 
from 1 June 1971. When that rate went 
into effect, the Eighth Air Force—as the 
Third Air Division had been redesignated 
in April 1970—could fly all sorties from 
U-Tapao. For the first time in five years, 
only 42 B-52s supported Arc Light. Many 
aircraft and crews returned to the United 
States to resume strategic alert duties. 

Early in 1972, an enemy build-up in the 
Laotian trail network and on various 
fronts in the South indicated an imminent 
offensive. General Abrams and Admiral 
John S. McCain, Jr., Commander in Chief, 
Pacific, requested additional Arc Light 
support to forestall this threat. On 8 
February, the Joint Chiefs of Staff author¬ 
ized 1,200 sorties monthly and ordered 29 
more B-52Ds to Guam. B-52 strength now 
allowed a further increase, to 1,500 sorties, 
at Abram's request. Meanwhile, the extra 
B-52s were operational against the Laotian 
trails, supply caches, and truck parks, to 
augment "Commando Hunt VII". 


The bombers strike 
North once more 


On Good Friday, 30 March, the enemy 1 
offensive struck South Vietnamese posi¬ 
tions in Quang Tri province and quickly 
spread to the tri-border area at Kontum- 
Pleiku and Binh Long province (Loc Ninh 
and An Loc). The JCS immediately ordered 
more B-52s to Guam and raised the sortie 
rate to 1,800. Two more deployments in 
April sent all available B-52Ds to the 
theater and provided the reserves needed 
to mount more than 1,800 sorties per 
month. Once again, 105 Stratofortresses 
were in the Arc Light force. The steadily 
worsening situation on all three fronts led 
the JCS to send 28 B-52Gs to Guam. Al¬ 
though limited to 27 internal weapons, 
the newer B-52Gs could complete the 2 
round-trip to South Vietnam without 
refueling. However, they were not as well 
equipped as the B-52Ds—their electronic 
countermeasures gear incorporated older 
and less powerful transmitters. But with 
the addition of the B-52Gs, the Arc Light 
force of 133 aircraft was capable of 75 
sorties daily and 2,250 monthly. 

Because of the invasion, the President 
and JCS soon lifted the ban on bombing 
North Vietnam and allowed tactical air¬ 
craft and B-52s to attack progressively 
farther north as the enemy offensive con¬ 
tinued. The bombers were ordered north 
in April 1972, for the first time since July 
1968. In five missions, the B-52s struck 
Vinh, Bai Thuong airfield, Haiphong 
Petroleum Products storage area, and 
finally Hamn Rong trans-shipment point 
and Thanh Hoa on 21 and 23 April. The 
strike against Haiphong was the first time 
that B-52s had ventured into the heavily 
defended Hanoi-Haiphong area; they came 
away unscathed by surface-to-air missiles 
or anti-aircraft fire. 3 
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1. Safe from bombing, in an area 
prohibited to US aircraft, more than 
100 military trucks and light tanks 
are parked in the streets of central 
Haiphong. North Vietnam. Dumps of fuel 
drums and other supplies can also be 
seen in this USAF reconnaissance 
photograph of March 1 968. 2 . The B-52s 
were not alone in striking North 
Vietnam; here, a Grumman A-6A Intruder, 
capable of carrying up to 1 S.OOOIbs of 
ordnance, from USS Enterprise, heads for 
a target in the North. 3 . An aerial 
reconnaissance photograph shows SA-2 
missiles, the major Communist counter¬ 
measure to the B-52s. near Thanh Hoa. 
North Vietnam. In May 1972. 4 , Post- 
strike reconnaissance shows supply- 
packed railroad trucks destroyed at 
Kinh No. just north of Hanoi, during 
"Linebacker" strikes in December 1 972. 

5 . Loading bombs on a B-52's underwing 
pylons. 6 . A briefing for North Viet¬ 
namese pilots; Soviet-built MIG-21 
interceptors are seen in the background. 
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More deployments in May sent 70 
B-52Gs to Guam. Fifty B-52Ds at U-Tapao, 
together with 52 B-52Ds and 98 B-52Gs at 
Andersen, were flying 105 sorties daily 
(3,150 monthly) by late June. Between 
February and June, SAC had increased 
Eighth Air Force strength from 50 to 200 
bombers, and had raised the sortie rate 
from 1,000 to 3,150. 


Countering the Spring 
Invasion of 1972 


The Arc Light bombing effort expanded 
quickly during April and May 1972, to 
support the hard-pressed South Viet¬ 
namese in Quang Tri province, at Kontum, 
and at An Loc, northwest of Saigon. Shift¬ 
ing from Laos and Cambodia, B-52s flew 
6,000 sorties in April-June 1972. Their 
accurately-delivered bomb loads helped 
blunt and then turn back the enemy on¬ 
slaught. During the enemy’s final major 
thrust, at An Loc in mid-May, B-52s struck 
91 targets with 56 sorties hitting between 
660 and 875 yards (600-800m) from friendly 
lines. Here, as at Kontum and in Quang 
Tri, the planes frequently caught massed 
North Vietnamese troops, killing hundreds 
at a time and destroying entire units in a 
single strike. 

In Quang Tri in April, two Arc Light 
cells demonstrated their ability to break 
up ground attacks when a forward air 
controller spotted enemy tanks boldly 
moving down Highway 1 toward Dong Ha. 
The area lay in a planned target box, so the 
controller called in B-52s. Thirty minutes 
later, six bombers attacked, knocking out 
35 tanks and one divisional command 
bunker. 

Blunting the Spring Invasion of 1972 had 
required the massive, coordinated employ¬ 
ment of airborne controllers, USAF gun- 
ships, tactical aircraft, US Army heli¬ 
copter gunships, transports, and B-52s. 
Brigadier General John Ri McGififert 
of the Third Regional Assistance Com¬ 
mand later said that the B-52 **has become 
the most effective weapon we have been 
able to muster . . .”. General John Vogt, 
Commander of Seventh Air Force, com¬ 
mented that the B-52 was ’^absolutely 
central to the successful defense efforts 
against the invading forces. Its massive 
fire power has made the difference in such 
key areas as An Loc and Kontum.” 

By mid-June the Communist offensive 
stalled, and the South Vietnamese began 
to regain some of the ground lost. B-52s 
now began regularly to range farther 
north than ever before, striking southern 
North Vietnam during ’’Linebacker” 
operations. In cooperation with tactical 
aircraft, the Stratofortresses blasted a 
variety of targets until late October, when 
President Nixon halted the bombing north 
of the 20th Parallel in anticipation of a 
truce. No progress was made in the Paris 
negotiations, however, and the North 
Vietnamese used the respite to rebuild 
their strength. The President therefore 
ordered the Joint Chiefs to plan the resump¬ 
tion of strikes against North Vietnam if 
necessary this time concentrating on 
the Hanoi-Haiphong area. 

On 13 December 1972, the North Viet¬ 
namese walked out of the Paris peace 
talks. Two days later. President Nixon 
ordered execution of ’’Linebacker II”— 
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a three-day maximum effort by B-52s 
against the Hanoi-Haiphong area. The 
targets were storage and supply com¬ 
plexes, railroad yards, trans-shipment 
points and repair facilities along the 
major northwest and northeast rail lines, 
communications stations, and some MiG 
airfields. The primary aim was to strangle 
the North Vietnamese war effort by 
shutting off the flow of equipment and 
supplies. 

To maintain pressure, three waves of 
B-52s were to strike each night, with F-11 Is 
and A-6s following up during the day. 
The B-52s operated at night to minimize 
visual tracking by anti-aircraft gunners 
and MiG pilots. Heavy anti-aircraft con¬ 
centrations meant that the bombers must 
fly above 30,000 feet (3,050m), where the 
SAMs were deadliest. However, judging 
hy the experience of the five strikes of the 
previous April, escort aircraft and mutual 
electronic jamming by each three-aircraft 
cell seemed adequate protection. Although 
planners called for pre-strike raids against 
MiG airfields, they did not have enough 
support aircraft to attack SAM sites as 
each of the three bomber waves approach¬ 
ed. The same lack of support aircraft 
meant that only limited ’’chaff support” 
could be provided to confuse the enemy 
radars. 


‘‘Linebacker”: the crowded 
air above Hanoi 


This factor limited the approach and 
exit routes available to the B-52 waves. To 
take advantage of the expected strong 
winds from the northwest, ingress routes 1 
for major targets in the Hanoi area were 
invariably from the northwest. Im¬ 
mediately after bomb release, the aircraft 
were to make extremely large post-target 
turns to get out of SAM range as quickly 
as possible. Only minor altitude and head¬ 
ing variations were planned for the cells 
composing the bomber ’’streams”. Cells 
were ’’compressed” within the streams to 
reduce exposure to SAMs, to enhance 
electronic countermeasures protection 
within and among cells, and to stay within 
the chaff coverage. Because SAC crews 2 
seldom flew in large formations at night, 
and because the airspace over Hanoi 
would be crowded, crews were told to 
avoid collision by maneuvering as little as 
possible. 

Less than 30 minutes before the first of 
129 scheduled B-52s arrived over target 
on the evening of 18 December, F-11 Is 
struck four MiG airfields. F-4s sowed two 
chaff corridors to cover strikes against the 
Kinh No and Yen Vien complexes just 
north of Hanoi. That night, as on the 
two following, the prevailing northwest 
winds of over 100 knots that hastened the 
B-52s down the Red River Valley also blew 
the chaff out of the corridors before the 
Stratofortresses arrived. 

The first B-52s hit Hoa Lac, Kep, and 
Phuc Yen airfields, with one plane downing 
a MiG for the first confirmed B-52 aerial 
victory of Linebacker II and of the war. 
Kinh No and Yen Vien were then hit. 
Aircraft ’’Charcoal 1”, leading nine Guam- 
based B-52Gs against the Yen Vien/Ai Mo 
warehouse area, was struck by two SAMs 
prior to bomb release and crashed north¬ 
west of Hanoi —the first B-52 lost to hostile 3 



Slli 


















1. To minimize the effects of US 
bombing. North Vietnam's armaments 
industry was dispersed in underground 
workshops like that seen here. 

2 . B-52s. F-4 Phantoms and the more 
recently deployed General Dynamics 
F-111 s delivered the punch of "Line¬ 
backer" raids in December 1972; here, 
a USAF F-111 takes off from its base 
in Thailand. 3 . A USAF air reconnaiss¬ 
ance photograph shows two 1 22mm guns 
deployed as coastal artillery on a 

dike near Thai Binh. south of Haiphong, 
in July 1 972. 4 . A black, bomb-laden 
B-52D BUFF (Big Fat Ugly Fella) thunders 


aloft from the switchback runway at 
Guam, bound for distant North Vietnam. 
Because targets were seldom seen, most 
of the B-52's iron bombs were rained 
down without precision aiming. The 
B-52D to F models carried up to 
70.0001b (31.750kg) of iron bombs. 

5 . A B-52 heads for a ground support 
mission in South Vietnam: of the 1 26.61 5 
combat sorties flown by Stratofortresses 
between June 1 965 and August 1 973. 

55 percent were flown against targets in 
South Vietnam. 27 percent in Laos. 

1 2 percent in Cambodia, and 6 percent 
against North Vietnam. 


Linebacker II, 


19—30 December, 1972 


Tactical aircraft sorties 

1.000 + 

B-52 sorties 

C.740 

SAMs fired 

c.1,000 

MiGs destroyed 

8 

Tactical aircraft lost 

11 

B-52s lost 

15 

B-52 aircrew killed 

4 

B-52 aircrew captured 

33 

B-52 aircrew missing 

29 

B-52 aircrew recovered 

26 
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fire in the operation and the second of the 
war. At midnight, 30 planes from Guam 
hit Hanoi again. Another B-52 was heavily 
damaged by a SAM during its post-target 
turn and crashed in Thailand after the 
crew bailed out. Five hours later, the third 
wave came in, losing one aircraft. On Day 
1, 121 of 129 planned sorties were flown 
against Kinh No and Yen Vien complexes, 
three MiG airfields, the Hanoi railroad 
repair shops at Gia Lam, and Hanoi radio 
station. The defenders fired more than 
200 SAMs and thousands of rounds of anti¬ 
aircraft ammunition, downing three B-52s 
and damaging two others. Gunners on the 
Stratofortresses destroyed at least one of 
the MiGs that tried ineffectively to 
intervene. 

But Day 1 operations also revealed 
serious weaknesses in planning and execu¬ 
tion that would become tragically evident 
in succeeding days. Tactics adopted from 
Arc Light bombing in the South were 
inappropriate to the heavily defended 
Hanoi area. The five missions flown in 
April, especially the Haiphong strike, 
misled American planners. Hanoi’s de¬ 
fenses were not soft—that was obvious 
from earlier Linebacker operations—but 
they were evidently taken too lightly. 
The lack of more chaff corridors per wave 
prevented the bombers from using the high 
tailwinds to best advantage. Three waves 
nightly hindered more chaff support or 
SAM suppression, while allowing the 
enemy’s defenses time to recover and 
prepare for another assault. The high 
winds aided the bombers to their targets— 
but also blew away the chaff so that the 
B-52s had to rely for radar protection on 
their own jamming gear alone. Further, 
the steeply-banked post-target turns put 
the B-52s head on into the 100-knot winds, 
considerably slowing their retreat, and 
diverting their countermeasures patterns, 
enabling nearby SAM radars to penetrate 
weak spots in the jamming barrage. More¬ 
over, the long bomber streams and the 
imposition of a single point for post-target 
turns allowed the defenders to zero in on 
the turning-point after the first cells had 
passed. 


A savage greeting 
from the SAMs 


For Day 2, only minor variations were 
made in tactics: three losses from a force of 
121 aircraft was considered acceptable. 
B-52s again hit Kinh No, Yen Vien, and 
Hanoi radio station, and also attacked 
Bac Giang trans-shipment point and Thai 
Nguyen thermal power plant north of 
Hanoi. Waves again were spaced four and 
five hours apart. No aircraft were lost, 
although the enemy fired nearly 200 SAMs. 

The strikes on 19 December created a 
false sense of confidence, and few changes 
were made for Day 3. The first planes of the 
first wave on 20 December found the going 
easy—but many SAMs challenged the 
following aircraft. SAMs hit two B-52Gs 
that were belly-up to their attackers in 
post-target turns, and both crashed in 
Hanoi. One B-52D, hit before bomb release, 
limped back to Thailand before crashing. 
The last wave began its attack in the early 
morning hours—and the B-52s striking at 
Hanoi were greeted as savagely as their 
predecessors in the first wave. A SAM 


heavily damaged a B-52D that crashed in 
Laos, and two B-52Gs attacking the city 
were also brought down by missiles. 
More than 220 SAMs were fired on the 
night of 20 December, and six B-52s were 
lost in nine hours. Two significant factors 
distinguished the aircraft lost to date- 
five were in their post-target turns, and 
five of the B-52Gs were not modified to 
carry the more powerful jamming trans¬ 
mitters. 

However, except for the losses on 20 
December, the first three days of attacks 
were judged successful. Most of the major 
targets suffered severe damage. Over 300 
sorties were flown, and nine aircraft lost— 
slightly under 3 percent. Losses like those 
taken on Day 3, however, could soon bring 
an end to the bombing. 

Even before the three-day maximum 1 
effort ended, the JCS ordered the extension 
of the bombing campaign, but at reduced 
levels. Crews blamed poor planning and 
tactics for the losses and argued for 
changes. A tactics panel at U-Tapao heard 
these grievances: crewmen complained in 
particular about the large post-target 
turns that disrupted j amming coverage and 
made them so vulnerable to SAMs. They 
wanted to make shallow turns and get out 2 
of the area fast, exiting ”feet wet” over the 
Gulf of Tonkin. In addition, they sought 6 
more freedom to use evasive maneuvers, 
crossing tracks, shorter bomber streams, 
approaches from varying directions, ran¬ 
dom altitudes and spacing, and random 
changes of altitude to confuse enemy 
defenses. 


New tactics introduced 
to minimize losses 


SAC accepted these ideas and made 
other changes, some of which were inc- 
corporated in planning for Day 4. All 
sorties against Linebacker II targets on 
21 December were flown from U-Tapao, 
while Guam-based bombers resumed Arc 
Light operations. On 22 December, Day 5, 
the B-52Ds moved east to strike Hai¬ 
phong’s rail yards and petroleum storage 
area. The attacking aircraft employed the 
revised tactics and escaped damage, despite 
near-misses. Christmas Eve, Day 7, com¬ 
pleted the first week of Linebacker II. 
Much had been learned and significant 
damage done—but at the cost of 11 B-52s 
and many crewmen. 

After a 36-hour bombing pause over 
Christmas, B-52 operations resumed on 
26 December with a meticulously-planned 
and coordinated attack by 120 aircraft. 
Blankets of chaff covered Hanoi and 
Haiphong as seven separate waves of 
bombers battered ten different targets 
within some 15 minutes. This large force 
required more than 100 support aircraft: 
F-11 Is struck airfields while US Navy A-6s 
suppressed SAM batteries in the Hai¬ 
phong area. Two compact bomber streams 
approached Hanoi from the northwest and 
southwest via Laos, departingby way ofthe 
Gulf of Tonkin. Two other streams flew a 
reverse course, coming from the northeast 
and southeast over the Gulf and exiting 
through Laos. Planes attacking Haiphong 
came in from northeast and southeast. 
The more vulnerable B-52Gs were assigned 
to Thai Nguyen and Haiphong. 

The new tactics worked perfectly. The 
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1 to 5 . A US Air Force Phantom RF-4C 
multi-sensor reconnaissance aircraft 
is destroyed by a North Vietnamese 
SA-2 Guideline missile fired from a 
site near the Red River area of 
Hanoi. 1 2 August 1 967: (1) the surface- 
to-air missile explodes beneath the 
aircraft, from the underside of which a 
thin stream of fire begins to trail: 

(2) following the explosion, the air¬ 
craft is in flames: (3 to 5 ) the burning 
aircraft makes an upward turn. The 
two crewmen of the RF-4C successfully 
ejected and were captured and Interned: 
one died in captivity. 6. A total of 
586 USAF personnel were listed as 
captured or missing in Southeast Asia 
in 1 962-1 973: here, captured "US air 
pirates" are paraded in Hanoi — both to 
humiliate them in the eyes of the 
population and. the Communists hope, 
break their morale and render them 
more receptive to indoctrination. 

7 . A North Vietnamese propaganda 
photograph—almost certainly posed — 
shows a downed US aviator "surrender¬ 
ing" to a typical rural civilian. 

8 . In another staged propaganda 
picture, a captured US pilot is 
guarded by Communist militamen. 
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defenses were saturated, confused, and 
degraded—although SAMs downed one 
plane at Hanoi. A second aircraft crashed 
short of U-Tapao’s runway while trying 
to land with extremely heavy battle 
damage. In just over 15 minutes, 113 B-52s 
struck their targets in the most concen> 
trated bomber attack in history. Indeed, 
it was a tactical masterpiece, demonstrate 
ing how well the lessons of the preceding 
raids had been learned. 


Measuring the results 
of B-52 operations 


Sixty Stratofortresses struck on Day 9. 
One B-52D from Guam was lost. A B-52D 
from U-Tapao was severely damaged 
attacking a SAM site, but Captain John D. 
Mize nursed his crippled plane toward 
Nakhon Phanom, Thailand, where the 
crew bailed out. Mize was the first SAC 
pilot to win the Air Force Cross for action 
in Southeast Asia. Two other planes were 
'damaged on 27 December, but these were 
the last. Sixty aircraft struck with impunity 
on Days 10 and 11, with SAM firings 
declining significantly because the com¬ 
bination of blockade and bombing had cut 
off the supply of missiles. 

At midnight on 29 December 1972, 
operations north of the 20th Parallel 
ceased. In the 11 days of Linebacker II 
operations, B-52s flew 729 sorties—340 
from U-Tapao and 389 from Guam. SAM’s 
accounted for all 15 B-52s lost—nine 
B-52Ds and six B-52Gs—and nine others 
were damaged. Twenty-nine crewmen were 
killed in action or crashes, 33 were captured 
and later returned, and 26 were rescued in 
post-strike operations. Stratofortresses 
hit 34 targets, expending nearly 49,000 
bombs totaling over 15,000 short tons 
(13,395 tons; 13,605 tonnes). The bombing 
was extremely accurate in view of the 
strong defensive reactions and the number 
of aircraft involved. The North Vietnamese 
claimed to have sustained between 1,300 
and 1,600 civilian casualties—surprisingly 
few considering the tonnage dropped and 
aircraft shot down in Hanoi. The bombing, 
a naval blockade, and the stalemate on the 
battlefield, all combined to force the 
North Vietnamese to negotiate in Paris. 
The extensive damage caused by Line¬ 
backer II required immediate repair and 
may have delayed the North Vietnamese 
invasion of the South that took place in 
1975. 

One more B-52 was lost before the cease¬ 
fire ended bombing operations in Vietnam 
on 27 January 1973. Bombing continued 
in Laos until mid-April, and then the B-52s 
shifted to Cambodia until 15 August, 
when Congress cut off funds for the air 
war. In eight years and two months, a 
total of 124,532 sorties successfully bombed 
their assigned targets, expending over 
2,949,000 short tons (2,633,035 tons; 
2,674,745 tonnes) of conventional ord¬ 
nance. Eighteen B-52s were lost to enemy 
action, and 13 more were lost in mid-air 
collisions or accidents. 

Aside from Linebacker II, Khe Sanh, 
Tet, and the 1972 Spring Invasion, the 
effectiveness of Arc Light was a matter of 
deep concern and frequent controversy 
from the first. General Westmoreland and 
MACV believed the bombing prevented 
enemy forces from massing for offensives, 3 


harassed them, destroyed their bases, 
supplies and lines of communications, and 
placed troops under severe psychological 
strain by forcing constant movement and 
imposing the fear of sudden, devastating 
attacks. Ground commanders often 
thought more in terms of what did not 
happen -of the potential enemy operations 
disrupted —but US Air Force leaders were 
more concerned with damage done and 
enemy killed. However, effectiveness soon 
came to be expressed in terms of tons of 
bombs dropped in desired target boxes, 
release efficiency, and sorties completing 
missions—quantitative measures adopted 
because of the lack of hard facts from in¬ 
total of 124,532 sorties successfully bomb¬ 
ed their assigned targets, expending 
over 2,949,000 short tons (2,633,035 tons; 
frequent ground follow-ups, the difficulty 
of post-strike photographic reconnais¬ 
sance, and dubious POW accounts. SAC 
especially wanted to see a bigger return on 
its investment than large areas of jungle 
torn up and innumerable snakes, monkeys, 1 
and insects killed. It was footing the bill in 
terms of aircraft, crews, fuel, flying hours, 
and by 1969 a severe moral problem 
throughout the B-52D crew force and their 
families. Above all, the operational re¬ 
quirements of Vietnam affected Strategic 
Air Command’s primary mission of strate¬ 
gic deterrence. 

Since the B-52 strikes occurred in remote 
jungles, far from friendly forces, where US 
observers were unable to observe their 
effect. Arc Light’s impact was frequently 
questioned. However, when the enemy 
appeared in mass—as at Khe Sanh, during 
the Tet offensive, or at An Loc the B-52s’ 
achievements were readily visible. These 
were ideal targets for the bombers’ massive 
killing power and in these operations 
the B-52s made the North Vietnamese and 
Viet Cong pay a huge price. Perhaps 
Westmoreland correctly estimated Arc 
Light’s role in the war, and its ultimate 
effectiveness, when he wrote in 1968 that: 
”The use of this weapon has won many 
battles and made it unnecessary to fight 
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1. A B-52 takes off from Andersen AFB. 
Guam—from which the bombers made 
their first "Arc Light" strike into South 
Vietnam on 18 June 1965. 2. The US 
Navy flew bombing and reconnaissance 
missions alongside the USAF; here, 
aircraft of Attack Carrier Air Wing 


Nine are seen on the after flight deck 
of USS Constellation, May 1 972. 

3 . North Vietnamese air defense: Comm¬ 
unist troops race to man their SA 2 
site. All 1 5 of the B-52s lost in 
"Linebacker H" strikes, 1 8—29 Decem¬ 
ber 1 972, were downed by SAMs. 


4 . Bombs away; during "Linebacker M", 
B-52s expended more than 1 5,000 short 
tons of bombs in 729 sorties. 5. Dam¬ 
aged in the Spring Invasion of 1 972, 
when 200 of the bombers were deployed 
in Southeast Asia, this B-52 was 
forced to land at Da Nang. 



209 













Disengagement abroad- 
disenchantment at home 

Jacob Neufeld 


T he year 1971 marked the beginning of 
the second decade of the Vietnam 
War; the longest conflict in American 
history—and, next to the War between 
the States, probably the most divisive. By 
1971, many Americans were tired of what 
they saw as an interminable and senseless 
conflict contributing no apparent benefit 
to the nation’s security. President Nixon 
had begun to implement his strategy of 
disengagement, withdrawing American 
Aroops while strengthening South Viet¬ 
nam’s government and armed forces. This 
Vietnamization” program envisaged that 
with the help of US air power and a residual 
force of between 40,000 and 50,000 Ameri¬ 
can troops, the South Vietnamese could 
hold their own. 

Vietnamization won popular support 
because it meant, primarily, that American 
servicemen were coming home at last. It 
was also a positive indication that the 
United States intended to terminate the 
war. On the other hand, Vietnamization 
was also used by the Nixon administration 
to justify even the most extreme military 
measures in Southeast Asia by claiming 
that they contributed to policy of disen¬ 
gagement. Thus, on 18 January 1971, the 
Pentagon confirmed that US aircraft were 
fully committed to the fighting in 
Cambodia. 


Winding down the 
US coz^at role 


Naturally, the North Vietnamese took 
advantage of the Vietnamization program 
to step up their infiltration into the South. 
To counter the Communist build-up, US 
bombers attacked enemy supply dumps 
and routes in southern Laos and in the 
northwest corner of South Vietnam, as a 
prelude to the large-scale offensive into 
Laos known as ''Lam Son 719/Dewey 
Canyon 11”. This operation, described in 
more detail in an earlier chapter, began 
on 8 February 1971 and lasted for 44 days. 
Whatever the results of this controversial 
operation, it did not greatly increase con¬ 
fidence in the fighting ability of the South 
Vietnamese Army or in the promise of 
Vietnamization, for the sake of which the 
Nixon administration was obliged to 
react strongly to every Communist threat. 
In fact, during the latter part of the Laotian 
operation, on 18 to 23 April, the US launch¬ 
ed its heaviest bombing raids on North 
Vietnam since the November 1968 mora¬ 
torium. 

But even as fierce fighting raged in Indo¬ 
china, President Nixon announced thatthe 
withdrawal of American personnel was 
proceeding ahead of schedule. On 26 April, 
there were 281,000 US servicemen in 
South Vietnam—2,600 fewer than the 
President’s target for 1 May, and the lowest 
total since July 1966. The administration 


It seemed that the rate 
of withdrawal of US 
troops from Vietnam 
could never match the 
growth rate of the 
anti-war movement at 
home, where politicians, 
students, and veterans 
marched together in the 
ranks of protestors. 
The publication of the 
“Pentagon Papers” 
contributed to the 
downfall of a President 
—and to a polarization 
of attitudes that 
continues to trouble 
the Free World 


predicted that there would be only 184,000 
Americans in South Vietnam by 1 Dec¬ 
ember. However, this announcement also 
incorporated a severe warning to North 
Vietnam to speed settlement of the ques¬ 
tion of prisoners-of-war—or face con¬ 
tinued bombing. 

In mid-1971 the scale of fighting seemed 
to have diminished considerably. On 18 
August, the premiers of Australia and 
New Zealand announced plans to with¬ 
draw their combat forces from South 
Vietnam by the end of 1971. (At the end of 
1970, there were 6,763 Australian military 
personnel in Vietnam—providing three 
combat battalions—and 441 New Zea¬ 
landers.) 

In late September, President Nixon 
ordered heavy strikes by some 250 aircraft 
against a Communist concentration north 
of the DMZ, in order to forestall a Com¬ 
munist push through that buffer area. 
Even so, there seemed many signs that the 
war was on the wane. Combat activity in¬ 
volving US forces dropped sharply; on 
9 October, the Defense Department an¬ 
nounced that during the preceding week 
there had been only eight American 
combat fatalities—the lowest number of 
deaths since 28 August 1965. The next 
week only five Americans died, while 
the number of US troops committed fell to 
196,000. Encouraged by these develop¬ 
ments, President Nixon declared that 
America’s offensive combat role in Viet¬ 
nam had ended. He also announced further 
reductions amounting to 45,000 troops by 
1 February 1972, by which time only 
139,000 US servicemen would remain in 
South Vietnam. The President pointed out 
that there had been 544,000 US troops 
deployed when withdrawals began on 15 
June 1969. During 1970, the rate of with¬ 
drawal was 12,500 troops per month. 


increasing to 14,300 per month during the 
second half of 1971. 

Stressing that American forces were 
now deployed in a strictly defensive 
posture. President Nixon emphasized that 
continued withdrawals depended on 
enemy activity, on the success of Viet¬ 
namization, and upon progress in freeing 
American prisoners held by the Com¬ 
munists. The Pentagon favored speedier 
withdrawal because of the increased 
vulnerability of the declining number of 
American troops. On 1 December, there 
were 177,000 US servicemen in South 
Vietnam—7,000 fewer than predicted in 
the President’s announcement earlier in 
1971. 

War commentators, however, noted 
that there were some 13,000 US Navy 
personnel aboard Seventh Fleet vessels 
in the China Sea and 32,000 airmen based in 
Thailand—all directly involved in the 
war, but not included on the "in country” 
roll. They also noted that, unlike past 
withdrawal announcements which speci¬ 
fied seven or eight-month periods, the 
latest announcement concerned a two- 
month period. This they interpreted as 
Nixon’s warning to the Norrh Vietnamese 
that the rate of withdrawal depended on 
their response. 

In December 1971, the military situation 
became critical in Laos and Cambodia: 
Communist forces advanced with alarming 
rapidity against government forces. Un¬ 
willing to risk the wreck of his Vietnamiza¬ 
tion policy by the collapse of Laos and 
Cambodia, President Nixon played a 
trump card. On 26 December, he ordered 
"Operation Proud Deep Alpha”—heavy 
raids by US fighter-bombers on enemy 
logistical facilities, anti-aircraft batteries, 
and airfields. The raids lasted for five days 
and marked the sharpest escalation of the 
war since November 1968. The raids were 
officially designated as retaliation for the 
enemy’s failure to honor agreements 
related to the bombing halt, violations of 
the DMZ, the shelling of Saigon, and un¬ 
provoked attacks on US reconnaissance 
aircraft. The US government’s critics, 
however, saw the bombings as a pre¬ 
emptive move against a Communist attack 
on the South Vietnamese Highlands and, 
as such, an exposure of the futility of the 
Vietnamization strategy. 


The President fails 
to please the “doves” 


President Nixon claimed to be winding- 
down the war in Indochina—but peace 
movement leaders in the United States 
accused the administration of duplicity. 
They asserted that fighting had actually 
increased; the only change being that most 
of the casualties were now Asian instead 
of American. The peace movement, which 
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1. Back from Vietnam, the 1 st Marine 
Division honors its colors at Camp 
Pendleton, California. 2. The Laotian 
incursion of 1971 provoked a new 
wave of anti-war protest: peaceful 
demonstrators picket the Naval Air 
Station, Moffett Field, California. 

3. US withdrawal operations in April 
1971: a plastic-protected "Huey" is 
lowered on to the deck of the amphib¬ 
ious cargo ship USS Durham. 
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had suffered from splits between outright 
pacifists and those who opposed only the 
Vietnam War—and from internal divisions 
in either camp—attained a new unity in 
the spring of 1971. A significant indication 
of growing opposition to involvement in 
Indochina was the diversity of organiza¬ 
tions and individuals who flocked openly 
to oppose the Vietnam War. They repre¬ 
sented a wide cross-section of American 
society, including students, war veterans, 
political leaders, businessmen, and labor 
unions. 


Falling morale and 
rising drug abuse 


The involvement of Vietnam veterans 
in the protest movement emphasized the 
grave morale problems faced by the 
American military authorities. Corres¬ 
pondents in Vietnam made sweeping 
allegations of corruption among supply 
personnel (in Saigon, especially, a black 
market in US military supplies flourished); 
of 'Tragging”, the assassination by their 
own men of over-keen officers and non- 
coms in the combat zones; of brutality 
towards civilians; and of widespread drug 
abuse. The last charge was certainly not 
without foundation. As early as September 
1966, MACV had made a survey of drug 
availability: in the year ending June 
1966, 100 drug cases (96 involving mari¬ 
huana) were investigated; by 1967, cases 
involving opium and morphine had been 
uncovered, and there were 1,391 investiga¬ 
tions involving 1,688 persons, with 427 
courts-martial, in that year. 

The Army-wide monthly average of drug 
cases in 1967 was .30 per 1,000 troops; the 
average in Vietnam was only .25 per 1,000. 
But by December 1968 the marihuana use 
rate had risen to 4.5 per 1,000 in Vietnam, 
with an opium rate of .068 per 1,000. More 
than 8,000 personnel were arrested on 
drug charges in 1969, and in 1970 there 
were 11,058 drug cases, of which 1,146 
involved ''hard” drugs. In August 1970, a 
Drug Abuse Task Force was formed: anti¬ 
narcotic programs involved unit com¬ 
manders, medical staff, chaplains, and 
legal personnel in lectures, counselling, 
amnesties for self-confessed offenders, 
and the establishment of detoxification 
centers. But in 1971, heroin and other 
hard drugs alone accounted for 7,026 
cases—and that at a time of decreasing 
troop strength. Not until 1972, when 
strength declined to pre-1964 level, did 
drug abuse cease to be a serious problem. 

On 18 April 1971, as a prelude to massive 
demonstrations for peace, a group called 
the Vietnam Veterans Against the War 
staged an ''incursion” into the District of 
Columbia. Called "Dewey Canyon III” — 
parodying "Dewey Canyon 11”, the US 
drive that had been part of the "Lam Son 
719” incursion into Cambodia —the veter¬ 
ans' activities in Washington included 
conventional anti-war demonstrations, 
"guerrilla theater” (street performances 
depicting the brutality of the war), and 
lobbying in the halls of Congress for 
amnesty for draft dodgers and improved 
veterans’ benefits. John Kerry, a former 
naval officer and a Vietnam veteran, 
emerged as the protestors’ leading spokes¬ 
man, gaining considerable public attention 
with his speeches and forceful testimony 


before the Senate Foreign Relations Com¬ 
mittee. The veterans’ protest wasdramatic- 
ally highlighted at a ceremony at the 
Capitol, where hundreds publicly dis¬ 
carded medals and campaign ribbons 
won in Vietnam. 

The veterans were merely the vanguard 
of a massive protest staged on 24 April by 
an estimated 200,000 persons (according 
to Washington police) or 500,000 (by the 
count of the protest’s sponsors). These 
sponsors—the National Peace Action Co¬ 
alition and the People’s Coalition for 
Peace and Justice—organized simultane¬ 
ous mass protests in Washington and 
San Francisco. The Washington "March 
for Peace” was remarkable both for its 
great size and its orderliness. Demonstra¬ 
tors from all sectors of American society 
loudly and clearly demanded: "Gei out of 
the War!'' The San Francisco demonstra¬ 
tion-said to have drawn about 150,000 
participants — was disrupted by militant 
Mexican-Americans who charged that 
the peace movement was a conspiracy 
aimed at distracting the nation from the 
coming "revolution”. 


A world-wide storm 
of protest breaks 


The rallies of 1971, unlike those of 
previous years, were not one-day events 
butlasted until theend of April. Meanwhile, 
other factions in the protest movement 
pursued their own activities; for example, 
the People’s Lobby petitioned Congress 
for legislation to ameliorate the hardships 
to ordinary citizens created by the military 
draft, war taxes, and poverty in the US 
(not all of which could, of course, be justly 
blamed on the war effort). In cities through¬ 
out the country, tens of thousands paraded 
to demand an end to the war. 

Nor was protest limited to the United 
States: in Australia and New Zealand 
crowds demonstrated against their coun¬ 
tries’ involvement; in the United Kingdom, 
although no British troops were committed 
in Vietnam, tens of thousands of demon¬ 
strators converged on the American 
Embassy in Grosvenor Square, London, 
in the largest of many demonstrations. In 
many other non-committed countries, 
notably Japan, left-wing movements used 
the Southeast Asian conflict as a peg on 
which to hang wide-ranging demonstra¬ 
tions against their nations’ commitment 2 
to free-world, American-dominated 
policies. A special feature of demonstra¬ 
tions in the United States was the involve¬ 
ment of militant black organizations which 
claimed, with some justice, that the draft 
laws bore unfairly upon young blacks, who 
were more likely to be unemployed and 
less likely to be deferred for educational 
reasons than their white contemporaries. 
Some black "nationalists” claimed that 
their people were being called on to fight a 
"white man’s war” against a colored race. 

Although the April demonstrations were 
generally peaceful. May saw more aggres¬ 
sive tactics from the "doves”. A group 
called the"Mayday Tribe” vowed to launch 
a para-military operation aimed at disrupt¬ 
ing the business of government in Wash¬ 
ington, and camped in West Potomac 
Park to prepare for their demonstrations. 
But although the Veterans Against the 
War had been permitted to camp on the 3 
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1. Novelist and war correspondent John 
Steinbeck, in Vietnam in 1 967. was a 
firm supporter of the anti-Communist 
stand. 2. A US Army photographer 
providing the official view— 
many media reporters presented a 
distorted picture of the war. 3. A 
fall in morale among US troops was 
reflected in rising drug abuse; here, 
a counselor talks with a distressed 
addict. 4. A Negro trooper of the US 
1 73d Airborne Division calls medics to 
a wounded comrade: many US blacks 
claimed that the draft laws bore un¬ 
fairly on their race. 5. Former Am¬ 
bassador Edmund Gullion acts as 
spokesman for the Citizens' Committee 
for Peace with Freedom in Vietnam. May 
1970; on the left is General Omar 
Bradley. 6 . Demonstrators at Sasebo, 
Japan, clash with police when protest¬ 
ing the arrival of the nuclear-powered 
aircraft carrier USS Enterprise. 1968. 

















Mall, Washington authorities would not 
grant similar privileges to the Tribe. In¬ 
stead, 5,000 city police, backed by about 
10,000 troops, raided the demonstrators' 
camp site on 1 May and dispersed them. 
However, this action did little to deter the 
demonstrators, who implemented their 
plan of disrupting government machinery 
by blocking roadways, strewing garbage 
in the streets, and urging federal employees 
not to work. On 3 May, Washington 
police cracked down on the demonstrators: 
7,000 persons were summarily arrested for 
acts of civil disobedience. Confronta¬ 
tions between police and demonstrators 
lasted until 5 May, by which time 12,000 
people had been arrested and—because of 
the lack of detention facilities for so 
many—confined by the police in an en¬ 
closure on a practice football field of the 
Washington Redskins. The stern police 
action did little good: most of those arrest¬ 
ed were subsequently released for lack of 
evidence- the result of careless or illegal 
arrest procedures. Although the arrests 
helped to end three weeks of demonstra¬ 
tions in Washington, the protestors pro¬ 
mised that they would return for a 'Tall 
Offensive". 

President Nixon’s officials reacted 
fiercelytothe May demonstrators, likening 
their behavior to the mob rule of Hitler’s 
brown-shirted Nazi hooligans in Germany 
before World War II. Administration 
spokesmen also charged that Communist 
influence was apparent in the organization 
of the demonstrations. Now pro¬ 
administration rallies were staged in 
Washington, including some by Vietnam 
veterans who repudiated the views of the 
Veterans Against the War. On 8 May, the 
Reverend Carl McIntyre, a right-wing 
fundamentalist clergyman, led his third 
annual "Victory March" in support of the 
war against Communism. Although this 
demonstration at the Washington Monu¬ 
ment grounds was supported by a major 
ex-servicemen’s organization, the Veter¬ 
ans of Foreign Wars, it was attended by 
only 15,000 to 20,000 people. 

Demonstrations fail to 
“Keep Connie Home” 


The spring demonstrations were the 
high-point of the anti-war effort in 1971: 
protest leaders met with mixed results 
when trying to sustain thedrive against the 
administration’s policy. One of their more 
publicized efforts involved an attempt to 
prevent the aircraft carrier USS Con¬ 
stellation, then at San Diego, from return¬ 
ing to Vietnam. The effort to "Keep 
Connie Home" involved a poll of 45,000 
civilian and 7,000 military "voters". 
Although the vote was five to one against a 
return to the war, "Connie" left .home! 

In October, protest leaders David Del¬ 
linger, Rennie Davis, and Jerry Gordon 
revealed extensive preparations for the 
"Fall Offensive". On 26 October, they 
launched in Washington a rally initiating 
a year-long campaign to defeat President 
Nixon in the 1972 election. They scheduled 
peace rallies in 16 cities, including Wash¬ 
ington, for 6 November. The FBI and the 
Washington police, however, were now 
better prepared to deal with the demonstra¬ 
tors: they foiled numerous demonstrations 
and raids against federal buildings—and 


this time took care to implement correct 
arrest procedures. 

The subsequent lowering of the volume 
of anti-war protest matched the relative 
quiet in Indochina later in 1971—but the 
"Proud Deep Alpha" bombings at the end 
of December again brought demonstrators 
into the streets. 


The “Pentagon Papers” 
shock the nation 


On 13 June 1971, the New York Times 
created a national uproar when it began to 
publish a series of articles, supported by 
official documents, based on what came 
to be known as the "Pentagon Papers". 
These were drawn from a top-secret study 
of the governmental policies and actions 
which had resulted in the US commitment 1 
to the Vietnam War. The Times printed 
three instalments of the series before the 
Justice Department won a temporary 
court injunction banning publication on 
the grounds that disclosure of the docu¬ 
ments would cause "irreparable injury" 
to the nation’s defense. 

On 17 June 1967, Robert S. McNamara, 
then Secretary of Defense, had com¬ 
missioned an analysis of America’s policy 
in Indochina since World War II. Begun on 
a modest scale, the project ultimately 
involved a total of 36 analysts and lasted 
18 months—culminating in a 47-volume 
History of the United States Decision- 
Making Process on Vietnam Policy which 
ran to some 3,000 pages of text and included 
some 4,000 pages of documents. Reportedly, 
only 15 copies of the top-secret study were 
produced on its completion in 1968, and 
these were restricted to the National 
Archives. 2 

The Pentagon Papers detailed the United 
States’ military role in Vietnam during the 
Kennedy and Johnson administrations, 
and the diplomatic proceedings of the 
Truman and Eisenhower years. The over¬ 
all revelation of the Pentagon Papers was 
that, between 1945 and 1968, US policy¬ 
makers had consistently underestimated 
the strength and the resourcefulness of the 
enemy. The Papers revealed that, while 
the presidents and their advisers often 
failed to appreciate the increasing extent 
of American commitment in Indochina, 
some governmental officials clearly 
grasped the implications of their policies 
and prepared contingency plans accord¬ 
ingly. During the 1960s, the United States 
had emphasized its image as the free 
world’s bastion against Communism 
but at the same time had disregarded its 
obligation to South Vietnam. Finally, the 
US government had not dealt honestly 
with the American people: it had not told 
them what was being done in their name in 
Indochina, and it had not truthfully 
reported to them the way the war was 
progressing. 

The Nixon administration, priding itself 
on its "New Vietnam Policy", attempted 
to disassociate itself from its predecessors' 
handling of the Vietnam war. Nonetheless, 
the government denounced this "clear 
violation of national security", and filed a 
civil suit permanently to enjoin the Times 
from any further publication. The Times 
was muted—but now, on 18 June, the 
Washington Post began publishing its own 
Pentagon Papers series. The Post, too, was 3 




1. North Vietnamese propaganda: "well- 
treated" US POWs in a prison library 
beneath a peace slogan. 2. President 
Nixon designates 21-27 March 1 971 as 
a "National Week of Concern" for Amer¬ 
icans captured or missing in Vietnam. 

3. An American women's delegation 
lobbies the US Ambassador to the UN 
on the plight of POWs. 4. Grave faults 
in US planning were revealed by the 
"Pentagon Papers", originally published 
by The New York Times in June 1971. 

5. An exhibition in the Capitol Build¬ 
ing. Washington, seeks to evoke concern 
for the fate of US POWs. summer 1971. 
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President Johnson decided on Apnl I, 
1965. to use AmerKao ground troopa for 
offenaixe action m Sooth Vletixani be¬ 
cause the Adminiatntion had discovered 
that 111 long-planned bombing of North 
Vietnam—which had iust begun—wa* 
not going to stave off cofLapse in the 
South, the Penufon't Uudy of the Viet¬ 
nam war discloses He ordered that Ihe 
decision be kept secret 

"The fact that this departure from a 
long held policy had momentous impli- 
rations was well recognirrd by the Ad 
ministration li-adersbip." the Pentagon 
analyst writes alluding to the policy 
axiom since the Korean conflict Chat an 
ocher land war in Asia should be 
avoided 

Although the President « devision was 
a "pivotal" tOange, the study declares. 

Mr Jnhnvon was greacly concerned 
that Me step be given as Utile promi- 
neni e av posstole 

The decision wav embodied in Na 
ticvfvjl V-vUi-itv Ai lion Memorand im 
on April 6 whivh included the 
following para,;raith« 
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ployment of two addittonaJ MarvsC Bal- 
UJioos and oive Manne Air Squadron 
and asionaied headquane>'s and support 
niamenu. 

“7. The president approved a change 
of nussioa for all Marine Baualiorui 
deployed to Vietnam to permit Ihesr 
more active use under condiuons to be 
eaUMished and approved by the Secre¬ 
tary of Defense in conauluiion with the 
.Secretary of Suie " 

The paragraph stating the President's 
concern about publiaty gave sinngent 
orders m writing to memherv of the 
National -Security Council 

"II The Prewdenl desires that with 
respect to the actions m paragraphs 5 
through T. premature public itv be 


Tbia IS the third in a aenea 
of article* on a secret study, 
made in the Pentagon. o( Amer¬ 
ican participation in the Viet¬ 
nam war. The aiudy was obtained 
from other sourcea by The New 
York Timea through the investi¬ 
gative reporting of Mr Sheehan 
The senes was researched and 
written over three month* by Mr 
Sheehan and other siaff mem¬ 
bers Three pages of documen¬ 
tary material begin on Page 19 


avmded by all posublr pcwautions The 
actiorti themselves should he taken a« 
rapidly as practiraMe but in wav* chai 
vhovdd mincmtre any appearance of «ud 
den changes m polv y. and offtnal «ta(>' 
menta on the»e troop moiemeots will 
be made only with the direct approval 
of lha Secretary of Defense m c-m*ul- 
ution with the .Sefretary of Stale The 
Preudenrs desue v that the^ move 
menu and changes linould be under¬ 
stood as being gradual and whollv con¬ 
sistent with eatsling tiolicy (See test, 
action memorandum on change of miv 
Sion. Apnl $. 1965. Page 21 1 
The period of me reiving gr lund xom 
bat involvement is shown in the Penta 
gxn papers to be Ihe third maior phase 
i*f President Johnson s comirntmem to 
South Vietnam This penod forms an 
other section of the presenutiun of 
thiive papers by The New York Times 
The papers, prepared by a large team 
Ilf authors m 1967 bH as an officcal studv 
of how the Lniled Sutrs went to war in 
Indochina, consist of J 000 pages of 
analysis and * 000 pages r>f supporting 
documents The studv covers nearly 
three de< ades oi Amrric an policy low ard 
Southeast Asia Thus far The Time* s 
repiins on the studv with presenution 
of key dewuments have covered the 
CoMtiniaed on Page 22. Cat. I 
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legally barred from publication when the 
Justice Department again filed suit. 

Congressional reaction ranged from 
delight at the administration’s embarrass¬ 
ment to shock at the threat to national 
security. Many congressmen expressed 
anger at the way in which the American 
people had apparently been so badly 
served and deliberately deceived by their 
own government. Congressmen resented 
the fact that they themselves had not been 
informed when crucial decisions toescalate 
the war were taken. Senate Democratic 
Leader Mike Mansfield, for long a leading 
''dove”, promised to hold public hearings 
on the United States’ involvement in the 
war. 

Moreover, injunctions against the New 
York Times and The Washington Post did 
not prevent publication of the Pentagon 
Papers; instead they merely shifted the 
action elsewhere as new ”leaks” from the 
Papers appeared in newspapers all over 
^the United States. By the end of June, the 
Pentagon Papers had been published by 
the Boston Globe, the Los Angeles Times, 
the Chicago Sun-Times, and the St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch. All these were subsequently 
restrained by court action —but the courts 
did not stop the wire services from dis¬ 
seminating reports to their subscribers. 
Nor did legal action prevent hundreds of 
newspapers, magazines, and radio and 
television stations from making public a 
variety of accounts of the contents of the 
Pentagon Papers. And although the New 
York Times was barred from publishing the 
documents in its possession, it could not 
be prevented from reporting accounts pub¬ 
lished in other newspapers. 

Legal battles over the Papers were 
fought in courtrooms throughout the 
country until 30 June, when the US 
Supreme Court settled the issue. By a six 
to three vote, the high court ruled against 
the government’s claim that the disclosure 
of the Pentagon Papers would cause 
irreparable harm to the national defense. 
The Supreme Court’s ruling thus meant 
that ''prior restraint” by the administra¬ 
tion was illegal. 


Watergate: the fall 
of President Nixon 


The source of the Pentagon Papers leak 
was 40-year-old Daniel Ellsberg, a former 
Marine officer and, later, an analyst for the 
State and Defense Departments. In the 
latter capacity, he had helped to write the 
study. Ellsberg, in 1971 a Fellow of the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
had become an ardent opponent of the 
Vietnam War, believing that the United 
States was responsible for funding and 
supplying the entire war in Indochina from 
1945 onward. He was particularly dis¬ 
tressed by what he saw as the total in¬ 
sensitivity of US officials to the tragic 
effects of the war on the people and the land 
of Vietnam. Moreover, Ellsberg was con¬ 
vinced that the Nixon administration was 
preparing to escalate the war and, thereby, 
compound the mistakes already made. 

Soon after the Pentagon Papers filled the 
front page of the New York Times, Daniel 
Ellsberg became a prime suspect of the FBI 
and quickly went into hiding. After several 
days, however, Ellsberg gave himself up to 
a federal court and admitted that'he was 


the Times' source. Indicted on charges of 
having unauthorized possession of 
national defense documents, he was re¬ 
leased on $50,000 bail bond. 

The investigation of Ellsberg led 
authorities to Representative Paul N. 
McClosky of California, a prominent 
critic of the Vietnam War. McClosky 
admitted that Ellsberg had given him a 
copy of the Pentagon Papers, but insisted 
that he could not possibly determine 
whether that particular copy was the one 
obtained by the New York Times. Mc¬ 
Closky refused to discuss his relationship 
with Daniel Ellsberg any further. The 
trail led also to Anthony J. Russo, a former 
colleague of Ellsberg in the employment 
of the Rand Corporation. Russo refused to 
testify and was summarily jailed for 
contempt of court. In December, both 
Ellsberg and Russo were re-indicted by a 
Los Angeles grand jury for the grave 
crimes of theft of government property 
and conspiracy. 

Two years later, in May 1973, all charges 
against the defendants were dropped — 
because of "governmental misconduct”. 
Enumerating factors that, he stated, pre¬ 
cluded a fair, dispassionate trial, presiding 
Judge William M. Byrne cited illegal 
wiretaps, a Watergate-style burglary of 
Ellsberg’s psychiatrist’s office- and an 
attempt to bribe Judge Byrne himself. 

The publication of the Pentagon Papers 
undoubtedly helped to drive President 
Nixon and his advisers into an intensive 
and ill-judged campaign to maintain the 
President in power and, as a contribution 
to this end, to cover up "irregularities” in 
the conduct of the Vietnam War—such as 
the authorization of "secret” bombing in 
Cambodia which would be one of the House 
Judiciary Committee’s possible grounds 
for impeachment in 1974. From the inten¬ 
sive drive to secure Nixon’s re-election in 
1972 stemmed the scandal that destroyed 
him. 

On 17 June 1972, James McCord, security 
chief of the Committee for the Re-Election 
of the President, and four more "plumbers”, 
were arrested while attempting to pene¬ 
trate the Democratic Party’s national 
headquarters in Washington’s Watergate 
development. The trial and conviction of 
the "Watergate Seven”, who included for¬ 
mer Presidential aide E. Howard Hunt, Jr., 
could not prevent President Nixon’s land¬ 
slide victory—with 60.7 percent of the 
popular vote, carrying every state except 
Massachusetts and Washington, D.C. 
in November 1972, to which his policy of 
withdrawal from Vietnam greatly con¬ 
tributed. Subsequently, however, con¬ 
tinued investigation into the "dirty tricks” 
of the President’s associates refueled the 
anti-administration, anti-authority mood 
across the nation engendered by the years 
of widespread protest against the war. 
Judicial processes resulted in the disgrace 
of former Cabinet members and White 
House officials, and although Nixon main¬ 
tained that he had no knowledge of the 
illegal activities of his aides, popular 
opinion, led by sensational journalism 
like that of The Washington Post, turned 
strongly against him. Because the Presi¬ 
dent had apparently "conspired” to keep 
facts about Vietnam hidden— albeit for 
the national good, as he judged it was 
assumed by many that he was equally 



guilty of political double-dealing. 

The President might with dignity have 
stood on his record as a peacemaker and 
have weathered the storm—but his own 
personality betrayed him into unwise 
measures for self-defense that only served 
to tarnish his image further. The resig¬ 
nation of Vice-President Spiro Agnew, 
faced with criminal charges connected 
with his former service as Governor of 
Maryland, in October 1973, and the over¬ 
whelming evidence of corruption among 
the President’s closest associates illegal 
surveillance, perjury, burglary, fraud, 
extortion, illegal raising and use of cam¬ 
paign funds, and conspiracy to thwart 
justice were among the charges proven — 
pointed towards the inevitable downfall of 
Nixon himself. Any public approval gained 
by the release of Presidential "tapes” of 
intimate White House conferences, on 
30 April 1974, was nullified by the Presi¬ 
dent’s refusal to release the crucial records 
until compelled to do so by the Supreme 
Court. On 5 August 1974, fresh releases 
revealed that Nixon had ordered a Water¬ 
gate cover-up only six days after the 
original arrests. On 8 August, facing 
impeachment. President Nixon announced 
his resignation; he was succeeded on 
9 August by Gerald R. Ford. 

An abiding problem 
for the Free World 


The Vietnam War had contributed to the 
death of President Johnson and, by helping 
create a climate of opinion that saw all 
authority as heartlessly corrupt, had 
helped to destroy President Nixon. The 
erosion of public faith in the processes of 
democratic government which was im¬ 
measurably increased by the anti-war 
protests, the Pentagon Papers, and Water¬ 
gate—constitutes a problem that still 
troubles and threatens the free world. 
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1. Re-elected in 1 972. largely due to 
his policy of "Vietnamization" and US 
disengagement. President Richard M. 
Nixon takes the inaugural oath before 
Supreme Court Chief Justice Warren E 
Burger, as Mrs Nixon holds the two 
Bibles. 20 January 1973. 2. This is the 


chart used by President Nixon in a 
nationwide television broadcast on 7 
April 1 971. Announcing the withdrawal 
of an additional 1 00.000 men from 
Vietnam by 1 December, bringing the 
total committed down to 1 84.000. the 
President claimed that "The day the 


South Vietnamese can take over their 
own defense is in sight". 3. On this 
recording equipment, the House Judic 
iary Committee considering the 
impeachment of President Nixon in 
May 1 974 heard recordings of the 
White House "Watergate tapes". 
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Sirring1972: northern 
invasion repulsed 

William L. Allen 


E arly in 1972, North Vietnamese and 
Viet Cong units entered South Viet¬ 
nam in force in their strongest and best co¬ 
ordinated effort to topple the Republic 
since the Tet offensive of1968. The invasion 
came close to spoiling American plans to 
withdraw from the conflict with integrity 
unimpaired. Although it was thwarted 
militarily, the 1972 offensive was a political 
catalyst much like Tet, for domestic and 
international opposition to the increased 
involvement of American air and naval 
forces drove the US military to the brink of 
unilateral withdrawal from Vietnam. It 
aggravated many controversial issues: 
popular concern over US prisoners of war ; 
the military’s doubts about the ability of 
South Vietnam to maintain its sovereign¬ 
ty; continued presidential insistence that 
the withdrawal of US forces continue on 
schedule; and increasing congressional 
discussion of the financial burden of sup¬ 
porting the South Vietnamese govern¬ 
ment. The 1972 invasion, and US reactions, 
also influenced strongly the progress of 
the long-standing peace talks. 

In the years preceding the invasion, in¬ 
creasing responsibility had been given the 
South Vietnamese under the ” Vietnamiza- 
tion” program, which built up the nation’s 
indigenous capability to withstand Com¬ 
munist aggression. As Vietnamization 
progressed. President Nixon’s 1969 plan 
for gradually phasing out American 
ground forces was accelerated. By 1 May 
1972, there were 68,200 US personnel in 
South Vietnam—the lowest number in 
seven years. 


Advance warning of 
a major offensive 


The Communist thrust of 1972—some¬ 
times called the Nguyen Hue offensive, the 
Easter offensive, or the Spring invasion 
—comprised major drives in three of the 
four military regions, beginning with a 
devastating attack south across the DMZ. 
From mid-December 1971, intelligence had 
reported increased enemy activity along 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail and in the DMZ. As 
this build-up continued, forming a pattern 
of sorts, South Vietnamese commanders 
and American advisers prepared to counter 
a major Communist offensive which they 
believed to be scheduled for the Tet holi¬ 
days in mid-February. Enemy movements 
increased during January 1972, as did the 
vigilance of the Republic of Vietnam 
Armed Forces (RVNAF), but Tet passed 
without incident—and military readiness 
relaxed. Meanwhile, American leaders 
viewed the situation with trepidation: the 
major thrust they expected would be a 
real test of Vietnamization, perhaps with 
the preservation of a non-Communist 
Vietnam at stake. 

The enemy’s full intentions may never 


The Communists talked 
peace in Paris and 
plotted invasion in 
Vietnam. Their Easter 
Offensive of 1972 aimed 
at the destruction of 
the ARVN and the 
overthrow of the Thieu 
government. Demoralized 
at first, the South 
Vietnamese fought back 
and expelled the invader. 

In January 1973, 
following a renewed US 
bombing offensive, 
cease-fire terms were 
agreed—but the peace 
was to be only brief 


be known, but generally the Communists 
wanted to defeat ARVN forces, disrupt the 
Vietnamization program, and take over 
the government of South Vietnam. Enemy 
activity took many forms. Aerial photo¬ 
graphs showed thousands of trucks in 
North Vietnamese supply dumps, appa¬ 
rently loaded and waiting for the roads to 
dry. Fuel pipelines were extended into the 
DMZ, and road-building efforts were in¬ 
tensified. During March, new SAM missile 
sites were located in the North. Major 
enemy units—including the North Viet¬ 
namese Army’s 324B Division in Military 
Region 1 (MR-1)—wereon the move. 

Allied tactical aircraft sorties in Febru¬ 
ary and March, mostly flown by South 
Vietnamese Air Force pilots, were tar¬ 
geted against these enemy deployments; 
for example, 24-hour ''maximum strike 
efforts” were made in February against 
suspected Communist targets near Pleiku 
and in the DMZ. Country-wide results were 
impressive, and there continued to be 
little significant enemy offensive action. 

The first thrust of the Easter offensive in 
MR-1 was made across the DMZ in northern 
Quany Tri province and was coupled 
with an easterly drive towards Hue. The 
initial massive artillery, infantry, and 
armor attacks began on 30 March 1972. 
They quickly drove the South Vietnamese 
from their forward artillery fire support 
bases (FSBs), installations which were 
never meant to be used as a defense against 
full-scale invasion. Besides the weight of 
three North Vietnamese divisions - some 
40,000 troops —the Communists used wea¬ 
pons seldom seen in South Vietnam: 
Soviet T-54, T-34, and PT-76 tanks; SA-2 
and SA-7 missiles; and the formidable 
130mm gun. Defending MR-1 were three 
ARVN divisions, including the untested 
3d Division; two brigades of Vietnamese 


Marines; and Regional and Popular 
Forces. The South Vietnamese were 
numerically inferior to the attackers, and 
difficulties of command and control com¬ 
pounded the problem. During the first few 
days, overcasts and low ceilings shielded 
the Communists from attack by tactical 
aircraft. Thus, the only aerial assistance 
available to ground units was radar- 
controlled bombing—although additional 
artillery support came from US warships 
offshore. 

By the end of the fourth day, during 
which enemy artillery barrages and 
ground attacks were among the most inten¬ 
sive of the war, RVNAF units had con¬ 
solidated along a line from Dong Ha to 
Quang Tri combat base. The Communist 
advance then halted, giving South Vietna¬ 
mese forces time to regroup and reinforce. 
By 14 April, ARVN units were able to con¬ 
duct limited offensive operations. 

Combat activity remained light in 
Quang Tri province until 27 April. Then 
the North Vietnamese took advantage of 
a day ofbad weather to renew their advance 
and capture the town of Dong Ha. RVNAF 
units had to fall back on Quang Tri combat 
base. The situation deteriorated rapidly: 
on 30 April the decision was made to eva¬ 
cuate the combat base and set up a strong 
defense at Quang Tri city. As night fell, 
RVNAF units regrouped to the south. On 
1 May, threatened by another major 
attack and with the intensity of the artil¬ 
lery barrage—including the feared 130mm 
fire—increasing, the troops around the 
city began to panic. Afraid, and in many 
cases out of control, they headed south 
once more. One Marine brigade withdrew 
in generally good order, but most other 
units abandoned tanks, artillery, and 
trucks in their haste to flee the enemy. 
New defensive positions were finally 
established along the southern bank of the 
Tach Ma River, where the RVNAF held 
the line until they were able to begin a 
counter-offensive in June. 


Hue is held and a 
counter-offensive begins 


The second enemy thrust in MR-1 also 
began on 30 March, when North Viet¬ 
namese forces moved from the A Shau 
Valley to the southwest of Hue, on a line 
generally parallel to Route 547. Elements 
of the 1st Division ARVN resisted strongly 
for some time at fire support bases "Bas- 
togne” and "Checkmate”, but these were 
captured on 29 April. South Vietnamese 
units then established themselves in the 
area of fire support base "Birmingham” to 
hold the enemy at bay. 

A so-called defense of Hue began on 
1 May. Efforts were made to reform the 
tactical units in the best way possible 
under the circumstances, and areas of 
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1, Spring 1 972: North Vietnamese 
gunners open the way to Quang Tri. 

2 . Although a massive Increase in 
Communist activity near the DMZ 
signalled a major offensive from 
December 1 971 on, the ARVN were at 
first driven back in disorder; a South 
Vietnamese trooper calls for support on 
his field radio during the retreat from 
Quang Tri. 3 . The Communists march 
south: three North Vietnamese divisions 
attacked across the Demilitarized Zone on 
30 March 1972. 
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responsibility were newly assigned or 
changed to meet various contingencies. 
Broadly, the northern and eastern ap¬ 
proaches to Hue were assigned to the 
newly-reinforced Marine Division, and 
the veteran 1st Division was assigned the 
southern and western approaches. Espe¬ 
cial attention focused on the key avenues 
of approach from the northwest and south¬ 
west. A strong reserve served as a reaction 
force. Command and control was improved 
by placing the Regional and Popular 
Forces, which had fought very well, under 
the operational control of I Corps com¬ 
mander. 

By 9 May, an airborne brigade—weary 
from intense fighting in the Kontum area, 
but reinforced with a battalion of artillery 
— arrived at Hue, where it was placed 
under control of the Marine Division. 
Four days later, the division began a 
brigade-size attack across the Thac Ma 
River. Other limited offensive actions 
were also undertaken; on 24 May the 
Marines made an amphibious assault be¬ 
hind enemy lines. Meanwhile, in the 1st 
Division area, FSB "'Bastogne” was re¬ 
captured on 15 May, follov/ed by the re¬ 
occupation of FSB "'Checkmate”. 

Thus the RVN AF had been able to stiffen 
the resistance—with the aid of massive 
air and naval artillery support, including 
large numbers of B-52 strikes— and estab¬ 
lish firm defensive lines. Once checked, 
the North Vietnamese were never able to 
regain the initiative. 

On 28 June, the South Vietnamese began 
a general counter-offensive to recapture 
lost territory and to help restore public 
confidence in the military. Well-timed 
artillery and air attacks inhibited enemy 
build-ups and prevented large-scale Corn- 
must attacks. After a two-month battle, 
one of the most bitter of the war, Quang 
Tri city was completely reoccupied by 
South Vietnamese Marines on 16 Septem¬ 
ber. Afterwards, and continuing until the 
cease-fire, RVNAF forces in MR-1 slowly 
retook much of the lost territory. 

In Military Region 3 (MR-3), one NVA 
and two VC divisions were poised in Binh 
Long province by early April for the phase 
of the Easter offensive that had Saigon as 
its ultimate objective. The Communists 
planned to occupy An Loc, which would 
then become their new capital in the 
South, by 20 April. 

Intelligence reports during March seem¬ 
ed largely to discount the likelihood of an 
enemy offensive as large as that in MR-1. 
Although increased enemy action was 
deemed probable near Tay Ninh city, 
intelligence placed great reliance on the 
ability of Allied operations in Cambodia 
to keep the NVA and VC divisions busy 
defending their lines of communication. 
Unfortunately, no reports were made of 
the presence of enemy armor in MR-3, 
and there was no warning that an attack 
might be mounted against towns and vil¬ 
lages along Route 13, the main avenue of 
approach to Saigon from the north. The 
overall evaluation was that Communist 
units would continue to conduct their 
usual guerrilla, terrorist, and propaganda 
activities. 

An Loc, and ultimately Saigon, were the 
main Communist objectives—but they 
were not to be realized. The first signifi¬ 
cant contact came about on 2 April, when 


FSB Lac Long, about 22miles (35km) north¬ 
east of Tay Ninh city, was overrun by a 
regimental-sized, armor-equipped Com¬ 
munist unit. Soon, another FSB at Thien 
Ngon fell to the enemy. ARVN forcesbegan 
to react against the apparent threat to 
Tay Ninh city. 

The Tay Ninh action was a ruse. For 
several days after the fall of the two FSBs, 
the Communists confined their movements 
to reconnaissance forays. On 5 April, 
however, as a prelude to the long siege of 
An Loc, the NVA overran the town of 
Loc Ninh in a little over 24 hours. What 
happened there is difficult to determine, 
for there were few survivors. Pitted against 
the NVA division was an ARVN regiment 
with cavalry and a Ranger battalion 
attached. These units were on search 
missions and were not expecting an attack. 
On the first day, the South Vietnamese on 
several occasions forced the enemy back 
from the barbed wire surrounding the Loc 
Ninh military base. The defenders were 
helped by many "close-in” air strikes, but 
the end came when the Communists com¬ 
mitted their armor on 6 April. 


Communist artillery 
hammers at An Loc 


During a slack period between 8 and 12 
April, the ARVN corps commander, realiz¬ 
ing that the main Communist advance 
would be in Binh Long province rather 
than Tay Ninh, decided to reinforce An 
Loc and hold it at all costs to prevent the 
enemy from advancing against Saigon. 
Two additional units —the 21st Division 
ARVN, moving north from MR-4 along 
Route 13, and an airborne brigade from 
the general reserve—were initially as¬ 
signed as reinforcements. A few days be¬ 
fore the offensive, a task force assigned 
to screening operations some 9 miles 
(15km) north of An Loc was severely mauled 
by the enemy. This force was also ordered 
to reinforce the city, but as a result of its 
encounter with the Communists it was 
forced to destroy its equipment and move 
south on foot. However, the bulk of the 
command eventually contributed to the 
An Loc defense. 

Skirmishing increased around An Loc 
during the five days before the first battle. 
Because intelligence reports showed heavy 
concentration of enemy units, B-52 and 
tactical air strikes were directed to sus¬ 
pect locations in a prelude to a defense 
which has been called a "monument to air 
power”. 

The first phase of the siege of An Loc 
began on 13 April; fortunately, B-52 
strikes immediately preceding the attack 
were planned in depth around the threaten¬ 
ed city. Just after midnight. Communist 
infantry and armored units were detected 
moving up to An Loc in force. The ensuing 
battle, made even more intense by the 
early execution of the pre-planned B-52 
strikes, raged for three days. ARVN sol¬ 
diers soon found that the M72 Light Anti¬ 
tank Weapon (LAW) would stop enemy 
armor, and "everybody wanted to see how 
many tanks they could kill”. Helicopter 
gunships. Allied tactical aircraft, and 
B-52s tipped the scales in favor of the 
South Vietnamese, and when the dust of 
battle cleared on the morning of 16 April 
only a northern sector of the city and the 
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1. Map: the Communist thrusts of March- 
April 1 972. 2 . Quang Tri was retaken 
by the South Vietnamese in September 
1972; ARVN troops hold a captured Viet 
Cong flag and propaganda publication. 

3 . With US air and naval artillery 
support, South Vietnam stemmed the 
Communist invasion and launched a 
counter-offensive in late June 1 972; 
here, captured Communists are seen with 
their arms. 4 . Although no US combat 
troops were re-committed in Vietnam 
during the Spring invasion, materiel 
support was maintained: here. ARVN 
soldiers are moving up to the Dong Ha 
River on an M48 medium tank. 
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ammunition dump were controlled by 
the Communists. But An Loc lay in siege. 
Allied efforts failed to recapture lost 
ground, and on 19 April the enemy renewed 
the attack. The Communist deadline for 
the capture of An Loc—20 April—was not 
met, in spite of determined ground attacks 
and intense artillery bombardment. From 
22 April, the artillery phase of the battle 
began in earnest. Helicopter entry into 
the city became almost impossible because 
of intense anti-aircraft fire. Until 10 May, 
the situation remained virtually unchang¬ 
ed, with the NVA and VC pouring indirect 
fire upon the defenders at an average rate 
of 1,000 rounds a day. 

By 10 May, the enemy was ready for the 
second phase of the siege, redeploying 
in what was to be a final attempt to capture 
An Loc. Seven enemy regiments faced 
4,000 defenders, of whom nearly one- 
quarter were wounded, although still able 
to man their positions. But morale was 
low, for the siege had lasted for almost a 
month. Knowing that a renewed attack 
was imminent, the Allies again pre¬ 
planned massive B-52 and tactical aircraft 
strikes, which were launched as Com¬ 
munist units began coordinated infantry 
and armor attacks from the west and north¬ 
east. The stubborness of the ARVN, 
effective use of the LAW, and a massive, 
timely, and accurate air effort brought 
the onslaught to a halt by 12 May. By 
nightfall on 15 May, the enemy had all but 
withdrawn. US advisers believed that one 
reason for the cessation of the attack was a 
new threat from the south. The 21st Divi¬ 
sion ARVN, which had been advancing 
slowly north along Route 13 from MR-4, 
was beginning to exert strong pressure on 
the Communists, as was another rein¬ 
forcing regiment from MR-4. These two 
ARVN units successfully engaged the 
enemy on several occasions. 

From mid-May to mid-June, RVNAF 
forces cleared the remaining pockets of 
resistance in An Loc; the siege was offi¬ 
cially concluded on 18 June. During the 
remainder of the year. South Vietnamese 
troops pushed the Communists back from 
An Loc and brought in fresh soldiers to 
replace those who had fought for so long 
in the city’s defense. 

A new threat in the 
Central Highlands 


An Loc was supplied entirely by air from 
7 April to 25 June. During the first week, 
USAF aircraft were not needed. Only 
gradually did commanders realize the 
danger ground fire presented to slow- 
moving American and South Vietnamese 
helicopters and Vietnamese C-123 aircraft. 
Soon the cost became prohibitive: heli¬ 
copter operations ceased on 12 April. 
Vietnamese Air Force C-123s continued to 
deliver supplies for another week, using the 
'low level paradrop” method, but after a 
C-123 was downed by anti-aircraft fire, the 
defenders were entirely dependent on 
USAF C-130s for resupply. Methods used 
were daylight low-altitude container 
drops, and high-altitude, low-opening 
paradrops. For various reasons, neither 
method proved satisfactory until aerial 
resupply experts arrived from the US. 
From 4 May onward, high-altitude systems 
began to prove themselves: eventually, 


more than 90 percent of the supplies hit 
the drop zones. Most people on the ground 
in An Loc, while agreeing that aerial 
resupply was effective, had no idea of 
what it took to achieve such success. One 
US adviser remarked casually: ’T always 
had plenty of rice and tuna, and there were 
always plenty of bullets lying around... 

The course of the war had seemed to 
suggest that in the rolling, sparsely popu¬ 
lated Central Highlands neither side tried 
very hard to win. From mid-December 1971, 
however, intelligence reports began to 
forewarn of a new urgency in enemy opera¬ 
tions. Some sources reported that in 
Military Region 2 (MR-2) a Communist 
offensive was to be launched in three 
phases, scheduled to end on 24 February. 
Towards the end of January the first sight¬ 
ings of enemy armor were made—but 
because these observations could not be 
substantiated by ground reconnaissance, 
little credence was given the reports, 
although ARVN units received increased 
armor reinforcement in February. This 
move was prompted by additional sight¬ 
ings of enemy tanks and by reports that the 
Communists were bringing 122mm and 
130mm guns into the nearby tri-border 
area. Other reinforcements were made: in 
February an airborne brigade was sent to 
strengthen vital FSBs on Rocket Ridge, 
west of Kontum city. During the first week 
in March, Airborne Division HQ and 
another airborne brigade were sent to 
defend the city and the southern part of 
Kontum province. 

Tet passed in relative quiet as B-52s dis¬ 
rupted enemy timetables. Tactical air 
strikes pounded Communist troop con¬ 
centrations, training areas, and bunker 
complexes. During March, ARVN units 
successfully engaged the Communists on 
several occasions, when the latter began to 
turn to larger unit tactics. There can be 
no doubt that air power and ARVN aggres¬ 
siveness delayed the plans of the two 
NVA divisions located in the Central High¬ 
lands—but by 23 April the Communists 
were ready to attack. 

The first enemy objective was Tan Canh, 
which dominated Route 14, the northern 
approach to Kontum city. During April, 
FSBs "Charlie” and "Delta” —both strate¬ 
gically located on Rocket Ridge, over¬ 
looking Route 14 from the west—fell to 
the enemy, while ARVN forces strengthen¬ 
ed the defenses at Tan Canh. By 23 April. 
NVA artillery was saturating the area, 
having captured several features that 
enabled observation of the results of the 
fire. Early on 24 April, when ARVN M41 
tanks came under fire, the Communists 
began their assault. By noon, their accu¬ 
rate fire had destroyed all five of the de¬ 
fenders’ tanks as well as the division com¬ 
mand bunker. Even more serious was the 
psychological effect of the onslaught upon 
the South Vietnamese troops: they did 
not react to the assault. Towards nightfall 
the ammunition dump was destroyed, and 
in spite of heavy Allied tactical air strikes 
the ARVN soldiers were driven deep into 
their bunkers. When enemy tanks appeared 
in force early next day, 900 undisciplined 
soldiers fled in fear. The NV A had taken its 
first objective. 

Almost concurrent with the attack on 
Tan Canh was an assaulton another ARVN 
regimental headquarters and airfield at 


1. US air reconnaissance gave advance 
warning of the Communist pre-invasion 
buildup; crewmen of USS Constellation 
bring a Grumman E-2B Hawkeye early 
warning aircraft to the launching cat¬ 
apult. 2 . Heading for a ground support 
mission: a Vought A-7E Corsair II 
(foreground) and a Grumman A-6A Intru¬ 
der from USS Constellation. 3 . Smoke 
rises along the Dong Ha River after 
fighter-bomber strikes on the Commun¬ 
ists advancing on Quang Tri. April 1 972. 

4 . Although the Communists took losses 
on the advance, as seen here, Quang Tri 
city fell to them early in May. 5 . An 
ARVN gunner aims bis 105mm howitzer 
during the defense of Quang Tri. 

6. Crewmen of the guided missile light 
cruiser USS Oklahoma City place shells 
in a loading tray prior to giving fire 
support to the ARVN. 7 . The 6in guns 
of USS Oklahoma City open fire; more 
than 25 ships of the US Seventh Fleet 
— including four aircraft carriers— 
were concentrated in the Gulf of 
Tonkin in April 1 972. 
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nearby Dac To II. Although ARVN troops 
made an armored counter-attack on 24 
April, US advisers believed the compound 
was in imminent danger of being overrun. 
Like the regiment at Tan Canh, the ARVN 
Force at Dak To II was soon out of control 
and soldiers began to leave their positions. 
This compound was also lost. 


Close support from 
B-52s at Kontum 


Because of these enemy successes, the 
forces defending Kontum city were re¬ 
organized. One result of this was that an 
ARVN colonel was required to command 
several officers of equal rank, posing a 
severe 'command problem that had to be 
solved by American advisers. On 4 May, 
FSB "November", north of the city, fell to 
the enemy. Attacks-by-fire increased 
against Ranger camps astride Communist 
supply routes west of Kontum. Two camps 
— Ben Het and Polei Kleng —borethebrunt 
of these attacks. Ben Het held firm, but 
Pojei Kleng was systematically pounded 
into submission. 

The first attack on Kontum city began on 
14 May: it came from the north and north¬ 
west and was spearheaded by massed T-54 
tanks. Tactical air strikes, ARVN soldiers 
with LAWs, and US Cobra gunships mount¬ 
ing the TOW missile broke this attack by 
mid-morning. Although the defenses were 
penetrated in places, front lines were re¬ 
stored by nightfall after fierce hand-to- 
hand fighting. The Communists renewed 
the attack at 2000 hours and a new penetra¬ 
tion was made, putting the defenders in a 
desperate situation. In a last, successful, 
effort to halt the enemy. ARVN units 
withdrew from their lines which were then 
bombed in close support by B-52s, killing 
hundreds of the attackers. After two days 
of relative quiet, enemy artillery fire in¬ 
creased and persisted. During a Communist 
attack on 20 May, some ARVN troops 
were driven from their defensive positions, 
but the majority held fast. A fifth assault 
came on 21 May: hand-to-hand fighting 
and tactical air and B-52 strikes beat it 
back. 

During a four-day respite, the ARVN 
began limited counter-attacks, but these 
could not forestall a Communist attack in 
force on Kontum on 25 May. This time, 
enemy penetrations were more extensive. 
Shortly after noon, a "tactical emergency" 
was declared and all available air and 
gunship support was dispatched to support 
the defenders. Enemy artillery attacks in¬ 
creased in tempo, and after dark a new 
penetration was made in the northern peri¬ 
meter as enemy tanks and infantry tried to 
drive a wedge between two ARVN regi¬ 
ments. At first light, the enemy tanks, 
having no cover in the open terrain north 
of the city, were taken under fire by TOW- 
oquipped helicopters and, within the city, 
by LAW-equipped ARVN soldiers. South 
Vietnamese reinforcements arrived, but 
for several days the situation remained 
critical. On30May, PresidentThieu visited 
the city, talked with the defenders, and 
promoted the harassed colonel to brigadier 
general. Thieu ordered Kontum to be held 
at all costs. Slowly but surely the Com¬ 
munists were driven back, steadily losing 
tanks and men to the defenders. By 31 May 
the enemy was withdrawing and was in 


danger of being encircled by the counter¬ 
attacking South Vietnamese. The main 
battle was over; Kontum had been held. 

While the Communists were attempting 
to capture Kontum, another NVA divi¬ 
sion, assisted by VC main force units, 
launched an assault in the coastal regions 
of Binh Dinh province. One of the aims of 
the Easter offensive was to cut South 
Vietnam in half by taking Kontum, 
Pleiku, and Binh Dinh provinces: the effort 
in Binh Dinh was a step towards that end. 
The North Vietnamese captured several 
district capitals and succeeded in cutting 
Route 1, but B-52 and tactical air strikes 
helped ARVN units turn back this phase 
of the enemy thrust. 

Elsewhere in MR-2, the RVNAF began 
clearing operations to reopen Route 14 
between Kontum and Pleiku severed on 
22 April —and to force the enemy out of 
areas north of Kontum city that had fallen 
during the first few days of the offensive. 
From mid-year to the cease-fire in January 
1973, several sharp battles were fought 
following various RVNAF offensives. 


Bombing of the North 
triggers new protests 


In 1972 the US began a concerted bomb¬ 
ing effort to blunt the Easter offensive and 
to hasten a cease-fire. Air power, including 
the B-52, was used in close support of the 
ground forces and against North Vietnam, 
the latter effort being intended to influence 
the desultory peace talks in Paris. 

On 12 April, B-52s bombed deep in the 
North for the first time since November 
1967. One especially heavy attack was 
made on 17 April against targetsof military 
significance in the Hanoi and Haiphong 
areas. Communist-aligned nations assail¬ 
ed the bombing as an American escalation 
of the war: it sparked hundreds of anti¬ 
war demonstrations across the US, and 
Democratic presidential aspirants de¬ 
nounced reliance on bombing to stem the 
offensive and force negotiations. Defend¬ 
ing the bombing, Secretary of Defense 
Melvin R. Laird said on 18 April that the 
United States had been "very restrained" 
but had been "answered by an invasion" 
across the DMZ in a flagrant, massiveviola- 
tion of the 1968 understanding that had 
ended the previous bombing in the North. 

Bombardment of North Vietnam both 
aerial and from US naval vessels —con¬ 
tinued at varying intervals and intensities 
until the end of 1972. Primary targets in¬ 
cluded electrical power plants, factories, 
supply dumps, and bridges and highways. 
But the US was accused of killing civilians 
and destroying non-military targets such 
as dikes. On 8 May, President Nixon 
ordered the mining of Haiphong and six 
other North Vietnamese harbors. Con¬ 
troversy continued to mount in the US, 
and pressure on the administration from 
anti-war demonstrators, presidential can¬ 
didates, and members of the House and 
Senate increased. 

Bombing north of the 20th Parallel was 
halted on 23 October because a cease-fire 
seemed certain. On 18 December, howcvei’, 
with peace talks stalemated, the President 
ordered its resumption. This bombing 
effort, called "Linebacker 11", was the 
heaviest of the war. Absolute air supre¬ 
macy was achieved over North Vietnam, 



1-2. A North Vietnamese T-54 tank 
destroyed by a US Army helicopter 
gunship at An Loc, 1 5 April 1 972. 

3. Loading the TOW anti-tank missile 
system on a US Army UH-1 B helicopter 

4. In answer to the Communist offen¬ 
sive, B-52s struck deep into the North 
once more in April 1 972. 5. An ARVN 
Marine guards a bunker complex near 
Quang Tri. 6. A US Navy photographer 
with expended shells and a burned-out 
tank on the road to Quang Tri. 


























but the B-52 attacks were criticized by some 
USAF pilots, who believed that many of 
bomber losses could have been avoided 
had evasive flight tactics been ordered. 
But President Nixon was determined to 
continue the bombing until Hanoi was 
prepared to negotiate in earnest. On 30 
December, bombing was again stopped 
north of the 20th Parallel, just as criticism 
mounted to fever pitch. A cease-fire once 
again appeared to be likely. 

With the exception of warships, aircraft, 
and their crews, sent temporarily to 
Southeast Asia to aid the South Vietna¬ 
mese during the Easter offensive, the US 
continued the withdrawal of military per¬ 
sonnel from South Vietnam which had 
begun in 1969. By 31 March 1972, US troop 
strength was 96,000; by 31 October, it had 
fallen to 32,000. At the year’s end, only 
24,000 US military personnel remained in 
the country. Concurrent with the with¬ 
drawal was a step-up in the rate of Viet- 
namization and the replacement of the 
Vast amount of equipment—especially 
artillery weapons and armored vehicles— 
lost by the South Vietnamese during the 
Easter offensive. 1 



Cease-fire is agreed 
and prisoners freed 


Formal peace talks, in progress since 
1969, continued haltingly during most of 
1972. Private talks between US National 
Security Adviser Henry A. Kissinger and 
the chief North Vietnamese negotiator Le 
Due Tho took place often during the year. 
Throughout these negotiations, both sides 
accused the other of wrongdoing, dis¬ 
honesty, failure to keep promises, and 
irresponsible changing of demands. 2 
Basically, the US wished to make certain 
that South Vietnam had a chance of 
autonomy after a cease-fire, insisting also 
that prisoners of war be returned as a 
corollary to any agreed total withdrawal 
of American personnel. The North Viet¬ 
namese wished to impose a new govern¬ 
ment on the South, and consistently called 
for the resignation of the Thieu govern¬ 
ment in favor of a coalition. The extremely 
complicated and sensitive negotiations — 
both formal and private—increased in fre¬ 
quency until 26 October 1972, when Kis¬ 
singer announced that he believed "peace 
is at hand”. The talks then stalled, with 4 
charges of insincerity being made by both 
sides. With the mid-December resumption 
of bombing in the North came renewed 
criticism of the US, both from internal 
anti-war factions —now much strength¬ 
ened and from other nations, including 
former allies. On 30 December it was 
announced that the bombing would stop 
and that both secret and public talks 
would soon begin. 

The cease-fire resulting from these new 
initiatives was initialed by Kissinger and 
Tho on 23 January 1973, and formally 
signed on 27 January. Final US with¬ 
drawals began, and American and South 
Vietnamese prisoners were freed. Among 
the first American prisoners released was 
Lieutenant Commander Everett Alvarez, 
Jr., the first to be captured. His words ex¬ 
pressed the thoughts of many when he 
said: ”God bless the President and God 
bless you, Mr. and Mrs. America, you did 
not forget us.” 6 



RaICAIRAZ;^ 


226 















T 

I 


f 


1. Henry A. Kissinger for the US and 
Le DucTho (foreground) for North 
Vietnam initial the cease-fire agree¬ 
ment in Paris on 23 January 1 973. 

2 - 4 . At the cease-fire, the Vietnamese 
Communists listed 588 US POWs: these 
aerial photographs of North Vietnamese 
prison camps, dating from May 1 973. 
include the notorious "Hanoi Hilton" — 
called Hoa Lo. "hell hole", in Vietnamese 
—where 352 POWs were concentrated 
in late 1 970 after the abortive US 
raid on Son Tay prison. 5 . Under guard. 

US POWs shower in a prison compound. 

6 . Journey into captivity: a US POW 
rides to prison on an ox-cart. 7. Oper¬ 
ation Homecoming"—exchange of 
prisoners; North Vietnam agreed to release 
US POWs simultaneously with US troop 
withdrawals. 8. US and North Vietnamese 
representatives carry out difficult 
negotiations over the release of POWs. 

9 . A double victory salute from President 
Nixon, preparing to address more than 
500 returned POWs at a ceremony in 
Washington. 10 . War-disabled North 
Vietnamese soldiers are released from 
captivity in South Vietnam. 



Southeast Asia: 

* The Missing Men 

At the time of the Peace Accords in 
January 1 973. the US Department of 
I Defense listed: 

Servicemen as POWs in Southeast 

I Asia 591. servicemen missing in 

action 1,380. servicemen unaccounted 
for 1,929. 

In "Operation Homecoming" in 1973. 
the Communists released: 

Servicemen previously identified as 
POWs 512. servicemen previously 
[| identified as missing in action 53. 

servicemen previously identified as 
I killed in action 7. 

In 1976 the Department of Defense 
still listed: 

!: Servicemen as POWs 36. servicemen as 

i j missing in action 795. 

In that year, witnesses before the 
'! House Select Committee on Missing 

Persons. Washington. D.C.. alleged 
1 that "live sightings" of US servicemen 
still held captive — and of some of the 
21 journalists missing—had occurred in 
Southeast Asia, and that insufficient 
effort was being made to check out 
these reports. 
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Defeat and retaliation: 
the Communist triumph 

Ray L. Bowers 


M ost Americans regarded the 1973 
cease-fire with satisfaction, pleased 
with the release of prisoners and relieved 
that the killing was apparently over. Few 
challenged President Nixon’s claim that 
the settlement meant "peace with honor”. 
But most of the North Vietnamese Army 
was left on the territory of South Vietnam, 
still committed to a Communist victory 
and now untroubled by interdiction 
attacks from the air. With the forces of 
South Vietnam too widely spread for 
'effective strategic defense, the country’s 
future seemed to depend on the willing¬ 
ness of the United States to repeat air and 
naval intervention of the kind which had 
saved the Republic in 1972. Assurances by 
Nixon to this effect (given to win Thieu’s 
assent to the Paris peace terms), along with 
the promise of continued American mili¬ 
tary and economic aid, appeared to give 
Saigon a thin hope of long-term survival. 

Despite the supposed cease-fire, fighting 
continued at about the level of the early 
1960s. Some 145,000 Communist troops 
controlled about one third of the land 
area of the South, mainly in the western 
regions. These ’'liberated areas” contain¬ 
ed approximately five per cent of the total 
population of the South. Government 
forces nibbled at the Communist-control¬ 
led territory; the Communists persisted 
in guerrilla and sapper actions, while 
bringing in additional troops and equip¬ 
ment from the North. The Communists 
improved and enlarged their network of 
roadways and pipelines, and began operat¬ 
ing trucks along routes east of the moun¬ 
tains. By early 1975, they had completed a 
roadway, 25 feet (7.6m) wide, reaching 
from the former DMZ all the way to Loc 
Ninh, directly north of Saigon. At Khe 
Sanh, the North Vietnamese developed an 
airfield complex, including SA-2 missile 
installations. The South Vietnamese Air 
F’orce, lacking the high-performance air¬ 
craft and electronic equipment needed to 
attack the SAMs, could not counter the 
build-up. Meanwhile, widespread Commu¬ 
nist deployment of the SA-7 (the shoulder- 
launched, heat-seeking rocket first used 
in South Vietnam during the 1972 offen¬ 
sive) and other anti-aircraft weaponry in 
the South meant that in any major cam¬ 
paign the Saigon regime’s main strength - 
its air power would be effectively neu¬ 
tralized. 


The waning of US aid 
to South Vietnam 


American command changes reflected 
the small remaining US role. Upon the 
release of the last American prisoners 
from Hanoi, the former theater headquar¬ 
ters in Saigon (MACV) shifted to Nakhon 
Phanom in north Thailand, which was 
designated Headquarters, US Support 


American troops left 
South Vietnam and US aid 
to the nations of Indochina 
was curtailed. The 
Communists used the 
cease-fire period to 
consolidate their 
strength and step up 
infiltration. The final 
assault came early in 
1975; as the last 
Americans were air-lifted 
to safety, South Vietnam 
and Cambodia collapsed 
swiftly and tragically. 
By the year’s end, 
Laos had joined them in 
the Communist camp 


Activities Group. Remaining in Saigon 
was a largely civilian-manned Defense 
Attache Office, for administering Ameri¬ 
can military aid and giving technical 
assistance. 

More crucial events were taking place 
in the United States. Those who had oppos¬ 
ed America’s military commitment now 
attacked the continued military assistance 
program. On 8 October 1974, after long 
consideration. Congress appropriated only 
$700 million for South Vietnamese de¬ 
fense for the year ending 30 June 1975; 
the figure was well below the previous 
year’s appropriation, and was less than the 
billion-dollar authorization used as the 
basis for expenditure during July, August, 
and September 1974. Such a sudden cut in 
funds produced very serious physical and 
psychological impact: of 66 South Vietna¬ 
mese Air Force squadrons, for example, 
eleven were disbanded and many of the 
others' underwent a severe cutback in 
flying activity. The Communists were 
fully aware that, henceforth, Saigon must 
fight a "poor man’s war”. Meanwhile, 
President Nixon’s resignation on 8 August 
1974, as a result of the Watergate scandal, 
left uncertain the new administration’s 
commitment to the Saigon regime—and 
the validity of Nixon’s earlier assurances 
to Thieu. 

In Cambodia, the unilateral cease-fire 
announced on 29 January 1973 by the 
Phnom Penh regime soon proved meaning¬ 
less. The Communist Khmer Rouge, con¬ 
trolling most of the countryside and rein¬ 
forced by several thousand North Vietna¬ 
mese and Viet Cong, increased pressure on 
theprincipal cities andlinesofcommunica- 
tion. The Phnom Penh government appear¬ 
ed critically dependent on American 
material and air power. The termination of 
American air strikes on 15 August 1973 — 


forced by a Congress increasingly opposed 
to the residual American military role in 
Southeast Asia thus seemed a fatal blow. 
The regime nevertheless clung to survival, 
aided by regular deliveries of food and 
munitions by Mekong River boat convoys 
and by a growing air transport effort. 

The Cambodian crisis began in late 
January ’1975, when Communist fire and 
minefields closed down all Mekong River 
traffic. Meanwhile, Communist rocket and 
artillery fire was brought to bear on 
Pochentong airfield, the last lifeline to 
Phnom Penh: during January, February, 
and March, more than 2,500 shells deto¬ 
nated on Pochentong. Lacking sufficient 
troops to open the river route and defend 
the capital city at the same time, the regime 
faced an impossible situation. 

Despite the shelling, the Americans 
stepped up the airlift, now primarily using 
C-130s and jet DC-8s, operated by civilian 
contract aircrews. The high-volume air¬ 
lift effort attained a daily average of 1,200 
short tons (1,071 tons; 1,088 tonnes) during 
March —mainly munitions, fuel, and rice, 
hauled from Saigon and U-Tapao airfield 
in Thailand. The fall of Premier Lon Nol in 
late March appeared to signal the final 
collapse. Evacuations of Americans and 
other key personnel on return flights from 
Pochentong began soon afterwards. With 
Communist rocket and mortar crews only 
a mile from the runway, the delivery of 
1,400 short tons (1,250 tons: 1,270 tonnes) 
on 11 April ended the resupply landings at 
Pochentong. 


Cambodia is abandoned 
to the Communists: 


US Marine helicopters carried out the 
final evacuation of Americans on 12 
April, lifting 276 evacuees from a soccer 
field near the American Embassy. Ambas¬ 
sador John Gunther Dean boarded carry¬ 
ing a folded American flag. Resistance con¬ 
tinued for four or five days more at Phnom 
Penh and at several outlyingenclaves, sup¬ 
ported to the end by US C-130 para-drops. 
The distraught Cambodian Ambassador 
in Washington meanwhile denounced the 
United States for first causing the Cam¬ 
bodians to resist and then abandoning 
them. Reports from Phnom Penh soon re¬ 
vealed the triumphant Communists’ severe 
treatment of a population already desti¬ 
tute from years of conflict. 

In South Vietnam, the North Vietnamese 
Army, with as many as 300,000 men in 
or adjacent to the country by late 1974, 
stood ready for the kill. Favored by a 
strategic interior position (a result of 
the crescent shape of South Vietnam), the 
Communists could obtain and exploit 
local superiority of force at any chosen 
objective. 

Major operations in Phuoc Long pro- 
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1 . The North Vietnamese flag waves 
over a captured bunker; in January 
1 975 Phuoc Binh was the first provin¬ 
cial capital overrun by the Commun¬ 
ists. 2 . President Nixon hailed the 
Paris cease-fire of January 1 973 as 
"peace with honor"—but the withdrawal 
of US military support from South 
Vietnam allowed the Communists to plan 
a major offensive aimed at the final 
subjugation of the south. 3 . Communist 
troops assault Ban Me Thuot; its 
imminent fall triggered an ARVN retreat 
from the Central Highlands. 
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vince late in 1974 revealed the South Viet¬ 
namese government’s military weakness. 
A focal point was the airstrip at Song Be, 
fewer than 100 miles (160km) north of 
Saigon, the region’s point-of-entry for 
reinforcements and supplies. Heavy Com¬ 
munist shelling and the capture of the 
adjacent 2,000-foot (610m) hill forced 
closure of the airstrip. With road travel 
already blocked, government forces there¬ 
after were resupplied solely by helicopters, 
light aircraft, and parachute. The Saigon 
government’s national reserve, already 
committed in the northern provinces, was 
unable to intervene in Phuoc Long. The 
presence of the North Vietnamese 9th 
Division directly north of Saigon tied 
down the capital city’s defenders. Phuoc 
Binh city fell on the morning of 7 January 
1975 —the first provincial capital lost since 
1972. Afterwards, comparing the defeat 
with the successful defense of An Loc in 
1972, Lieutenant General Tran Van Minh, 
commander of the South Vietnamese Air 
'Force, felt that the main differences lay 
in the greater strength of the attackers in 
1975—and in the absence of American air 
power. 


Communist strategy in 
the Central Highlands 


On the eve of the victory in Phuoc Long, 
the Political Bureau in Hanoi approved 
an ambitious two-year strategy calling for 
widespread major attacks in the South in 
1975, to create the conditions for a general 
offensive and uprising in 1976. The stand¬ 
ing body of the Central Military Commit¬ 
tee translated this resolution into plans 
for assaulting Ban Me Thuot—the im¬ 
portant population center at the curve of 
the crescent. General Van Tien Dung was 
sent to the South Vietnamese Highlands 
as the representative of the Hanoi high 
command, establishing his command post 
in the forests west of Ban Me Thuot. Dung 
judged that General Pham Van Phu, com¬ 
manding South Vietnamese forces in the 
region, would look on Kontum and Pleiku 
as the most probable Communist targets, 
for these lay near the Communist tri¬ 
border stronghold, offered a direct route to 
the coast, and had been the scene of heavy 
fightingin 1972. Dung resolved to strength¬ 
en this impression, ordering diversionary 
movements and attacks but meanwhile 
covertly deploying his forces to achieve a 
5 to 1 manpower advantage for the Ban Me 
Thuot assault. Armored and infantry units 
took position west of the objective, while 
sappers and small units infiltrated the city 
and its environs. Last-hour attacks block¬ 
ed the roadway between Pleiku and Ban 
Me Thuot. 

Soon after midnight on 10 March, Com¬ 
munist tanks began their 25-mile (40-km) 
drive to Ban Me Thuot. Sapper units simul¬ 
taneously began attacks by fire on the two 
airfields east of the city. Soon after dawn, 
tanks penetrated the city’s northern com¬ 
mand center. With the roadways closed 
and airfields under attack, the defenders 
were denied early reinforcement. The 
velocity of the assault paralyzed the de¬ 
fenders’ artillery direction and limited 
the effects of air strikes. By the morning of 
11 March, Dung’s officers were able to 
report that ''basically the battle is over”. 
Dung in turn informed Giap that he in- 



SPRING OFFENSIVE, 1975: COMPARATIVE STRENGTHS 
South Vietnam North Vietnam 


Army 

ARVN regulars 

1 80.600 

Army 

NVN and VCregulars 225,000 


Regional Forces 

289,000 


Guerrillas 

40.000 


Popular Forces 

193,000 


Administrative 

110.000 


Total 

662.600 


Total 

375.000 


Tanks 

C.350 


Tanks and APCs 

C.600 


APCs 

C.880 

Air Force 

Aircraft 

342 

Air Force 

Personnel 

63,000 


Air Defense (AA 

regts) 23 


Aircraft 

1,673 


(SAM regts) 

1 

Navy 

Personnel 

40,258 

Navy 

Personnel 

3.000 


Craft 

1,507 


Craft 

39 



1. Map; North Vietnamese deployment on 
the eve of the 1 975 offensive. 2 . A US 
Navy hospital corpsman aboard the 
amphibious cargo ship USS Durham ass¬ 
ists a wounded South Vietnamese; the 
vessel evacuated more than 3,000 ref¬ 
ugees from the Phan Rang area south of 
Cam Ranh Bay, the former logistical 
base which fell to the Communists on 
3 April 1 975. 3 . Refugees crowd the 
decks of the US merchant ship Pioneer 
Contender. 4 . Communist soldiers ex¬ 
amine US-made recoilless rifles taken 
from the ARVN, April 1 975. 5. The price 
of panic: the feet of an ARVN soldier 
crushed to death when he tried to steal 
a ride to safety from Da Nang protrude 
from the wheel well of a World Air¬ 
lines Boeing 727, 29 March 1 975. 6 . And 
the cause of panic: North Vietnamese 
armor rolls through Da Nang. 7 . Hours 
after the evacuation of US and Viet¬ 
namese civilians. Communist troops move 
into Tan Son Nhut air base, past aban- 
2 doned ARVN helicopters, on 30 April. 
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tended to consolidate and expand the vic¬ 
tory, possibly extending operations north¬ 
ward. Fighting meanwhile continued east 
of Ban Me Thuot, government helicopters 
moving in reinforcements despite heavy 
losses to North Vietnamese fire. 

Meeting with General Phu and other 
senior ARVN officers at his Cam Ranh Bay 
White House, President Thieu authorized 
a withdrawal from Kontum and Pleiku, 
supposedly to concentrate for a major 
effort to recover Ban Me Thuot. Returning 
to Pleiku, Phu conferred briefly with his 
staff, then ordered a withdrawal to the 
sea by way of the disused and unrepaired 
Route 7. Leadership was largely absent 
during the ensuing exodus from the High¬ 
lands: the long column of troops and civi¬ 
lians suffered terribly before reaching 
Tuy Hoa. Communist forces harassed and 
tried to annihilate the disintegrating 
column. Meanwhile, air evacuations from 
Pleiku quickly became chaotic, with 
frightened people fighting to board de¬ 
parting transport planes. In retrospect, 
Thieu’s decision to authorize withdrawal 
from the Highlands was much criticized: 
the North Vietnamese General Dung 
termed it a mistake in strategy; Nguyen 
Cao Ky, former South Vietnamese Air 
Force chief and head of state, wrote that 
Thieu should have moved from Pleiku 
toward Ban Me Thuot, to trap the North 
Vietnamese there in a vise. But the order to 
withdraw was probably less disastrous 
than the chaotic nature of its execution. 

During late March 1975, Communist 
forces in the northern provinces drove 
southward from Quang Tri and eastward 
from the hill country, toward Hue. Resist¬ 
ance was short-lived, partly because of an 
earlier decision to withdraw the ARVN 
airborne division. South Vietnamese 
Marines in and to the north of Hue were 
accordingly ordered to take the place of 
the paratroops at Da Nang. The result was 
a disorderly exodus of troops and civilians 
toward Da Nang, by land, sea, and heli¬ 
copter. Disorder soon overwhelmed Da 
Nang and its major air base. Thousands 
fled by water, while air evacuations pro¬ 
duced scenes of panic similar to those at 
Pleiku. The last flight from Da Nang was 
by an American contract Boeing 727 trans¬ 
port which took off on 29 March carrying 
some 300 persons —most of them soldiers 
who forced their way aboard. The crowds, 
and Communist fire, made further land¬ 
ings impossible. Hue and Da Nang thus 
fell after little or no resistance, although 
supposedly defended by 100,000 troops. 
As in the Highlands, discipline and mili¬ 
tary duty in many cases took second place 
to the safety of individuals and their 
families. 


Preparations for the 
advance on Saigon 


Meanwhile, in the Highlands, the vic¬ 
torious Communists dealt with the ad¬ 
ministration of the ''liberated” provinces 
and at the same time deployed forces east¬ 
ward to the coast. One by one, the coastal 
cities and bases fell: Tuy Hoa, Nha Trang, 
and (on 3 April) Cam Ranh Bay. Tens of 
thousands of refugees fled by American 
and other vessels to the island of Phu Quoc, 
amid great human suffering. Transport 
aircraft carried refugees and delivered 


relief supplies. Rumors ofcoupsor political 
accommodations with the Communists 
swept the regions still controlled by Sai¬ 
gon. Thieu responded with declarations of 
firm purpose and arrested members of 
the non-Communist opposition. 

Meeting in Hanoi on 24 March, the 
Political Bureau concluded that the oppor¬ 
tunity for quickly ending the war was at 
hand. Next day. General Dung was ordered 
to advance on Saigon. Speed was impor¬ 
tant; it was hoped to take the capital city 
before the heavy rains expected in two 
months. Communist planning for the race 
to Saigon was complex. Units in the Cen¬ 
tral Highlands had to change direction 
and make six river crossings on the way 
south. Through early April, trucks loaded 
with troops and equipment moved from 
Ban Me Thuot toward Loc Ninh; others 
rolled south from the northern provinces 
along coastal and interior routes, in the v. 
wake of the military victories. Each 
column moved under the protection of an 1 -.v 
anti-aircraft artillery regiment. Commu¬ 
nist ships and boats landed men and sup¬ 
plies at Cam Ranh Bay; transport aircraft 
landed at Da Nang, Kontum, and else¬ 
where. 

The Communist leaders watched 
closely for signs that US air units in Thai¬ 
land might enter the campaign. Whatever 
President Ford’s inclination, however, the 
Fulbright Amendment of July 1973 denied 
funds for American combat activities in 
or over Indochina. Given the nation’s 
climate of opinion, any request by Ford 
for authority to commit US air power was 
certain to be rejected. For Ford instead 
urged the approval of funds originally re¬ 
quested in January: S300 million in addi¬ 
tional military aid for Saigon; S222 million 
for Phnom Penh. 


The American public 
opposes involvement 


A Gallup poll released in March con¬ 
cluded that 78 per cent of the American 
public opposed further assistance to the 
Southeast Asian nations. Most Congress¬ 
men adopted previously-established atti¬ 
tudes on the additional aid request; Con¬ 
gressman Paul McClosky, long an oppo¬ 
nent of American war roles, argued that 
sufficient aid should be provided to protect 
the people of Cambodia from the violence 
obviously in store after an insurgent 
victory. Early in March, the Democratic 
caucuses of both houses voted against the 
Ford request. Several senators expressed 
what appeared to be the national consen¬ 
sus—that further aid would only prolong 
the killing, and that defeat was inevitable. 
General Westmoreland, in retirement in 
South Carolina, raised what seemed a lone 
voice in favor of resuming American air 
strikes. The failure of the aid request made 
clear America’s determination to keep 
out and added a final blow to the morale 
and will to resist of the ARVN. 

The administration persisted in re¬ 
questing the additional funds. Henry 
Kissinger, now Secretary of State, when 
pressed by the Senate Committee on 
Appropriations on 15 April, could offer no 
assurance that such funds could stabilize 
the military situation. Nevertheless, Kis¬ 
singer held that a failure to acknowledge a 
moral obligation would weaken America’s 




232 



















1. Attacks by Communist sappers on the 
airfields east of Ban Me Thuot, seen 
here, accompanied the thrust into the 
city by North Vietnamese General Van 
Tieng Dung's armor on 10 March 1 975. 

2 . "The Convoy of Tears": a helpless 
target for Communist gunners, military 
and refugee transport clogs the poorly- 


maintained Route 7 west of Tuy Hoa 
during the retreat from the central 
Highlands 3 . The fall of Saigon: 
immediately following President Duong 
Van Minh’s cease-fire order to South 
Vietnamese forces. Communist troops 
advance on the Presidential Palace. 

4 . During evacuation operations on 


28-29 April, so many South Vietnamese Air 
Force helicopters flew to the amphib¬ 
ious command ship USS Blue Ridge that, 
as seen here, many had to be pushed 
overboard to make room for new arrivals. 

5 . Crewmen on USS Blue Ridge carry the 
children of South Vietnamese Air Force 
personnel to a place of safety. 
























credibility and honor in the eyes of the 
world —to the detriment of the United 
States’ ultimate goal of peace and world 
order. But Congress remained unwilling 
to vote the funds, engaging in debate over 
whether to give the President authority 
to use American troops to safeguard the 
evacuations. Ford’s later action in order¬ 
ing American military forces to protect 
the evacuations had to be based only on 
the ’'moral rationale”. 

On 3 April 1975, without authority from 
either South Vietnamese or American 
officials, a World Airways DC-8 lifted off 
from Saigon carrying around 50 orphan 
children, most of them of mixed blood, des¬ 
tined for homes in the United States. A few 
hours later President Ford announced his 
decision to launch what became known as 
'’Operation Babylift”; US military trans¬ 
ports fitted with seats and comfort facili¬ 
ties for the enterprise were already on the 
way to Southeast Asia. There was great 
emotional reaction to the tragic crash on 
4 April of a giant C-5A carrying 257 orphans 
and adult escorts, many of them American 
women evacuated from their posts in Sai¬ 
gon. The aircraft was attempting to return 
to Tan Son Nhut without rudder and eleva¬ 
tor control, after loss of a rear door; 155 
died in the accident. Operation Babylift 
nevertheless continued, despite Commu¬ 
nist propaganda atvacks, bringing nearly 
3,000 children from Vietnam and 52 from 
Cambodia. 

Air evacuations of other Vietnamese, 
Americans, and other nationalities, began 
in the first week of April, thus ’’thinning 
out” the numbers who would require 
transport in any last-minute exodus. The 
flow was at first slow, blocked by red tape 
and by the unwillingness of many Ameri¬ 
cans to leave Vietnamese dependents and 
friends. Many transports brought cargo 
into Tan Son Nhut and departed without 
passengers. By 19 April, the total evacuated 
stood at 5,000—far short of the 170,000 
Vietnamese refugees forecast by some 
Americans. At about this time. South 
Vietnamese authorities relaxed most of 
the exit formalities, resulting in an in¬ 
crease in the flow. US Air Force C-130s 
and C-141s joined the large-scale efforts, 
carrying evacuees to Clark Field in the 
Philippines for further transport to en¬ 
campments on Guam and Wake. On 26 
and 27 April, 6,000 persons left Saigon on 
46 C-130 and 28 C-141 flights. American 
military personnel administered the pro¬ 
cessing and loading activities. The United 
States government received little help 
from the free world in this humanitarian 
venture. 


Thieu resigns as the 
Communists approach 


Meanwhile, the Communist race to 
Saigon had reached its final stages. Heavy 
fighting at Xuan Loc, 30 miles (48km) 
east of the capital, resulted in the isola¬ 
tion of some of the government’s best re¬ 
maining units. President Thieu announc¬ 
ed his resignation on national television 
on 21 April, tearfully and angrily de¬ 
nouncing the United States for abandon¬ 
ing Vietnam, and making public Nixon’s 
earlier assurances. Thieu was replaced by 
the elderly and ineffectual vice-president. 
General Duong Van Minh, while the 


charismatic General Nguyen Cao Ky re¬ 
mained on the sidelines, talking of leading 
a defense of Saigon akin to that at Stalin¬ 
grad. 

Events now moved rapidly. Communist 
shelling and anti-aircraft fire forced the 
cessation of C-141 operations after the 
missions of 27 April. C-130 landings con¬ 
tinued, although Bien Hoa was in flames 
and the situation at Tan Son Nhut was fast 
deteriorating. Several ex-US Cessna A-37 
Dragonfly attack aircraft, flown by North 
Vietnamese pilots, wreaked further des¬ 
truction at Tan Son Nhut. Shortly after 
midnignt on 29 April, newly-emplaced 
North Vietnamese 130mm guns opened up 
on Tan Son Nhut, destroying several air¬ 
craft including a US Air Force C-130. Soon 
after dawn, the shelling and the prac¬ 
tically uncontrollable crowds forced Am¬ 
bassador Graham Martin to take the pain¬ 
ful decision to send away the C-130s 
waiting overhead and to begin the final 
evacuation by helicopter. 

Last-minute exodus 
from the capital 


During the 18 hours of’’Operation Fre¬ 
quent Wind”, a fleet of helicopters—mainly 
US Marine and US Air Force H-53s and 
H-46s—carried to vessels offshore a total 
of 1,373 American evacuees, 6,422 non- 
Americans, and 989 members of the US 
Marine force inserted at the outset to 
protect the loadings. Many evacuees 
moved in vehicle convoys to the pick-up 
points at the US Embassy and at Tan Son 
Nhut, harassed by mobs and armed South 
Vietnamese troops. Air America UH-ls 
lifted some individuals from scattered 
locations in the city. US Navy and US 
Air Force fighters, including ’’Wild Wea¬ 
sel” anti-SAM aircraft deployed shortly 
before to Korat, Thailand, circled over¬ 
head. Two F-4s took out an enemy 57mm 
anti-aircraft site 10 miles (16km) north¬ 
east of Saigon in late afternoon. Ambassa¬ 
dor Martin held back the flow of Ameri¬ 
cans in order to bring out as many Viet¬ 
namese as possible. Although half the 
flights were made in darkness, they were 
without loss or casualty. Frequent Wind 3 
ended soon after the departure of Martin, 
who boarded a helicopter only after in¬ 
sistent White House orders. The last 
Marines left the roof of the Embassy after 
dawn on 30 April, when looters were 
already in possession of the building’s 
lower floors. 

Tens of thousands more Vietnamese left 
their country by sea, undertaking voyages 
of great hardship. Many transferred at sea 
to US Navy vessels, and many made it all 
the way to the Philippines or Thailand. 
Some escaped crammed into Vietnamese 
helicopters and fixed-wing transports. Of 
the 130,000 refugees from Vietnam in 
spring 1975, most began new lives in the 
United States, but several thousand set¬ 
tled elsewhere, and at least 1,500, many of 
them men whose families had been left 
behind, returned to Vietnam. 

After the ’’night of the helicopters”, 
Saigon remained relatively quiet. At mid¬ 
morning on 30 April, General Duong 
Van Minh, president for only two days, 
called upon government forces to stop 
fighting. The Army quickly dissolved — 
troops threw away their uniforms and 4 
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1. As the Communists sweep into Nha 
Trang, terrified refugees battle for 
places on the last evacuation aircraft 
—and an American official is forced 
to use his fists to stem the tide. 

2. No place to land, so a South Viet¬ 
namese pilot leaps from the UH-1 "Huey" 
he is deliberately ditching near a US 
warship, 29 April 1 975. 3 . After flying 

to safety in a Vietnamese Air Force 
helicopter, General Nguyen Cao Ky (far¬ 
thest from camera) is escorted across 
the flight deck of USS Midway. 4 . On 
30 April, the day of the South Vietnam¬ 
ese capital's fall, ARVN prisoners are 
marched through Saigon by a Communist 
guard. 5. A ship's boat stands by to 
pick up the pilot of a South Vietnamese 
helicopter ditched near USS Blue Ridge. 
6 . Airfield installations burn, but 
abandoned C-7A Caribou and C-47 Sky- 
train transports are apparently un¬ 
touched, as Communist soldiers storm 
across Tan Son Nhut air base. 
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many joined the looting. Only sporadic 
firing met the North Vietnamese tanks 
which rumbled in at noon. Five hours after 
the final helicopter departure, the tanks 
rolled through the gates of the Indepen¬ 
dence Palace. The fall of Saigon had been 
mercifully bloodless. 

Swift action to 
rescue SS Mayaguez 


The Laotian cease-fire of 22 February 
1973 left the Communists in effective 
control of vast territory, including the 
panhandle region which gave access to 
South Vietnam and Cambodia. The rival 
military forces in Laos remained in un¬ 
stable confrontation, marked by occa¬ 
sional minor clashes. The United States 
continued a modest military assistance 
program, scaling down sharply the con¬ 
tract air transport effort. 

Spreading left-wing violence early in 
1975 revealed the impotence of the coali¬ 
tion regime nominally under Prince Sou- 
vanna Phouma. An American contract 
C-130 crew reported that, on 31 May, 
armed Pathet Lao soldiers at Vientiane 
threatened to seize the aircraft, because it 
had been '"stolen from Vietnam’’. The 
Communist take-over in Laos became 1 
complete in December 1975, when the 
coalition was dissolved and the People’s 
Democratic Republic of Laos proclaimed. 

The Cambodian seizure of the American 
merchantman Mayaguez on 12 May 1975, 
while en route to Thailand, recalled the 
taking of the Pueblo by the North Koreans 
seven years before. Stern and swift Ameri¬ 
can action seemed necessary—both to 
prevent lengthy and humiliating nego¬ 
tiations like those accompanying the 
Pueblo affair, and to strengthen America’s 
image of authority in world affairs. US 
military forces quickly prepared for an 
assault operation, deploying to U-Tapao 
all available helicopters, US Air Force 
security policemen from Nakhon Phanom, 
and a battalion of US Marines flown from 
Okinawa by the Air Force. Mechanical 
failure caused the crash of one of the Air 
Force CH-53 helicopters, killing all 23 
crewmen and security policemen aboard. 
Several naval elements, including the 
carrier USS Coral Sea, set course for the 
Gulf of Thailand. 2 

Reconnaissance aircraft kept track of 
the Mayaguez, anchored near Koh Tang 
off the Cambodian coast. American jets 
remained over the captured vessel at all 
times, turning back or sinking all boats 
attempting to reach the mainland —except 
for one suspected of having Mayaguez 
crewmen on board. US intelligence, how¬ 
ever, was uncertain of the whereabouts 
of the ship’s captain and 39 crewmen. 

Nor did intelligence reports that 150 to 
200 Cambodians defended Koh Tang with 
heavy weapons reach the Marine plan¬ 
ners at U-Tapao. Fight Air P’orce CH-53s 
left U-Tapao before dawn on 15 May, 
intending to assault two designated land¬ 
ing zones on the island. Because the loca¬ 
tion of the Mayaguez' CYe\w was unknown, 
pre-landing air and naval gunfire strikes 
were not made. The first helicopter to 
touch down on Koh Tang came under 
small arms, rocket, and mortar fire. After 
discharging his Marines, the pilot mana¬ 
ged a single-engine take-off but, unable to 3 
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1. Soviet-built T-54 tanks of the 
North Vietnamese Army surround the 
Presidential Palace, Saigon, on 30 
April 1 975: most South Vietnamese sol¬ 
diers turned to looting rather than 
resistance and the capital's fall was 
relatively bloodless. 2 , US Marines 
deploy from a US Air Force CH-53 heli¬ 
copter on Koh Tang Island, on 1 5 May 
1 975, following the seizure of the US 
merchant ship Mayaguez by Cambodia. 

3 . Destroyed and damaged US helicopters 
lie on the beach at Koh Tang; 1 8 Amer¬ 
ican lives were lost and five helicop¬ 
ters destroyed or heavily damaged dur¬ 
ing rescue operations. 4 , "Operation 
Frequent Wind": the fact that this 
photograph was taken by a North Viet¬ 
namese cameraman emphasizes the 
urgency of the last-minute evacuation of 
US and Vietnamese personnel from Saigon 
on 29-30 April, when more than 8,000 
persons were airlifted to offshore 
shipping. 5 . When these US Marines 
from the escort destroyer Harold E. 

Holt stormed aboard the Mayaguez, they 
found the ship abandoned. 6 . Watched 
by victorious Communist soldiers. 

South Vietnamese Guards officers surr¬ 
ender at the Presidential Palace, 

Saigon, on 30 April 1 975. 





remain airborne, the helicopter fell into 
the sea just offshore. The second heli¬ 
copter took many hits while attempting to 
land and barely managed to stagger back 
to the Thai coast, with its Marines still on 
board. The third CH-53, attempting a 
similar escape, lost an engine and came 
down on the beach. Number four burst 
into flames while still inbound—13 men 
died in the wreckage at the water’s edge. 
The fifth helicopter managed to unload at 
Koh Tang, but returned to U-Tapao too 
badly damaged to undertake another 
mission. The last three helicopters waited 
offshore until, over a period of several 
hours, each was able to set down its troops 
on the island. 

Meanwhile, three more CH-53s lifted 
Marines to the destroyer escort USS Holt. 
They formed a boarding party which 
quickly seized the abandoned Mayaguez. 
At mid-morning, word came that the 
Mayaguez* crew had been picked up in a 
boat, having been released by their cap- 
tors on the mainland. The plight of the 
Marines already ashore on Koh Tang, 
however, remained serious. Before they 
could be withdrawn, reinforcement was 
needed to assure fire superiority. To pre¬ 
vent the Cambodians from sending troops 
or aircraft to Koh Tang, jets from the USS 
Coral Sea struck Ream airfield and other 
mainland targets. Meanwhile, with the 
Mayaguez* crew safe, American forward 
air controllers, gunships, and strike air¬ 
craft were free to hit Koh Tang itself. A 
C-130 dropped a 15,000-pound (6,800kg) 
bomb, helicopters shuttled in reinforce¬ 
ments and, after further fire exchanges, a 
heli-lifted evacuation began. The last 
Marines were brought out by CH-53 after 
nightfall. 



Rescue operation seen 
as an American warning 


The assault of 15 May cost 18 American 
lives and was of questionable point. The 
seizure of the Mayaguez had been made by 
local officials, unknown to the new leaders 
in Phnom Penh. The initial strong US 
actions—the patrolling aircraft and Wash¬ 
ington’s stern tone—apparently secured 
the release of the crewmen. But American 
intelligence had failed to locate the cap¬ 
tured crewmen or to provide accurate in¬ 
formation on the Koh Tang defenses. 

However, the Mayaguez affair may be 
said to have removed some of the sting of 
America’s sense of failure in Indochina, by 
showing that, where the lives of American 
personnel were concerned, the nation 
would take strong action. So far as the 
presence of US forces in South Korea and 
Europe was concerned, that lesson might 
be of importance in the future. 
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The continuing conflict 
in Southeast Asia 

Major David Miller 


T he end of the Vietnam War was so 
sudden and final that most observers 
were taken by surprise. Many had expected 
that a smaller South Vietnam, centered 
on Saigon, would survive for a few more 
years—but the most protracted war of 
modern times ended with the total collapse 
of the South Vietnamese government, 
with the abrupt flight of the last Americans 
from Saigon, and with North Vietnamese 
troops parading through their enemy’s 
capital city. The victory was complete. 

The war affected not only the Indo¬ 
chinese countries directly involved, the 
United States, and the other countries 
prepared to commit troops, but also 
placed enormous strains on political links 
throughout the world, as well as giving 
rise to major agitation in countries far 
removed from the conflict. In the United 
States there had been considerable unrest, 
the sight of armed soldiers patrolling the 
streets,had become almost commonplace, 
and President Johnson had been brought 
to the point where he felt forced to say, 
on 31 March 1968: 

"With America’s sons in the fields far 
away, with America’s future under 
challenge here at home, with our hopes 
and the world’s hopes for peace in the 
balance every day, I do not believe that I 
should devote an hour or a day of my 
time to any personal partisan causes or 
to any duties other than the awesome 
duties of this office, the Presidency of 
your country. Accordingly, I shall not 
seek, and I will not accept, the nomina¬ 
tion of my Party for another term as your 
President.’’ 


Powerful reasons for 
Communist persistence 

One of the basic facts of the war was that 
the existence of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam was never threatened. North 
Vietnam was bombed, shelled, and sub¬ 
jected to intense political pressures, but it 
was always stated quite explicitly by the 
government of the United States that these 
measures had the sole object of stopping 
Communist aggression against the South. 
"Our objective in South Vietnam has 
never been the annihilation of the enemy. 
It has been to bring about a recognition in 
Hanoi that its objective, taking over the 
south by force, could not be achieved," 
stated President Johnson. This placed the 
DRVN in a "can win, cannotlose'’position. 
At any stage in the war, the bloodshed in the 
South and the bombing of the North could 
have been stopped within hours by a single 
command from the Central Committee 
in Hanoi. 

The persistence of the Hanoi govern¬ 
ment is not really surprising, since it was 


The ordeal of Southeast 
Asia did not end with 
the Communist victory 
in Vietnam in 1975, or 
the fall of Kampuchea 
(Cambodia) and Laos. 
Subjected to rival 
Soviet and Chinese 
influence, troubled by 
racial and political 
minorities, and 
threatened by escalating 
border conflicts, the 
area remains one that the 
Free World—however 
disillusioned by the US 
experience in Vietnam— 
ignores at its peril 


normally made quite clear to the North 
Vietnamese what retaliatory action the 
United States would take to counter each 
escalation of the war. This meant that 
Hanoi was always able to calculate the 
cost of a projected action beforehand and 
to accept it; this, of course, made most 
American retributory actions ineffective, 
even before they had been taken, except 
insofar as they contributed to the overall 
cost of the war to Hanoi. Only once did the 
DRVN seriously miscalculate —in Dec¬ 
ember 1972, when its representatives 
walked out of the peace talks in Paris. 
President Nixon unleashed a storm of 
bombing on the North in which many of the 
earlier target restrictions were lifted. 
Although a number of B-52s were shot 
down, the DRVN quickly ran out of sur¬ 
face-to-air missiles, leaving the United 
States with total air supremacy. The 
DRVN did not have any alternative but to 
return to the negotiating table; it had 
completely underestimated the scale and 
determination of Nixon’s response, the 
cost of which was becoming unbearable. 

The support given to the DRVN by the 
Communist countries was another major 
factor in the war. This concerted campaign 
was in marked contrast to the other side 
where, in all but a few cases, the support 
given to the United States and South 
Vietnam was lukewarm. Nevertheless, it 
is noticeable in retrospect that the major 
Communist countries did little to widen 
the scope of the conflict. Nor did they 
commit their own nationals, other than 
relatively small numbers of "advisers". 

The DRVN’s cynical disregard for in¬ 
ternational agreements was very marked 
and was reinforced not only by the lack of 
adequate supervision of the various agree¬ 
ments, but also by the failure of the "inter¬ 
national community’’ to criticize even the 


most blatant violations. The Laos Agree¬ 
ment of 1962, for example, was intended to 
ensure that country’s neutrality, but the 
actual effect was to exclude the United 
States, while leaving the DRVN free to 
maintain the vital Ho Chi Minh Trail. 
The Paris Agreements of 1973 were also 
broken, the most important and conclusive 
breach being the invasion of the South by 
the NVA in 1974-1975. In one attempt to 
bring international pressure to bear on 
Hanoi, the United States asked the Euro¬ 
pean Community (EEC) to condemn the 
invasion. At a meeting of EEC Foreign 
Ministers on 14 April 1975, it was decided 
to send food and medical supplies to both 
zones in SVN, and not to condemn the 
DRVN, on the grounds that the EEC was 
not prepared to apportion blame for the 
fighting. 

One of the most maligned characters 
of the War was President Ngo Dinh Diem, 
who headed a ruling clique which even¬ 
tually attracted such universal condemna¬ 
tion that its brutal elimination in the 
"Generals’ Coup’’ caused surprisingly 
little adverse comment. What tends to be 
forgotten is that when the Geneva Agree¬ 
ments of 1954 partitioned the French 
colonial territory of Vietnam, there was 
no such entity as a State of South Vietnam. 
The Viet Minh had governed the northern 
provinces briefly from Hanoi in 1946-1947, 
and throughout the years of the first Indo¬ 
china War they had controlled most of the 
population, especially in the north, 
through a tight-knit and highly effective 
political and administrative organization. 
Thus, when the DRVN was established, 
this organization simply moved into the 
open and carried on without a pause. There 
was no equivalent in the south: Ngo Dinh 
Diem was called back from the United 
States to try to take control of a state 
which did not exist and for which no plans 
had been made. 


Diem strives to impose 
responsible government 


In the cities power was split between the 
withdrawing French, a weak, indigenous, 
colonially-oriented civil service, and the 
absent but nevertheless powerful Emperor 
Bao Dai. The police and army were begin¬ 
ning to appreciate the power of their 
position and there was, inevitably, jockey¬ 
ing for position as Vietnamese officers 
jumped many ranks to take over from the 
departing French. Outside the cities and 
towns there were gangsters, the religious 
sects, and the Viet Minh. Diem’s primary 
task was to create a state and a government 
out of chaos, and this inevitably resulted in 
autocratic rule. He was at first surprisingly 
successful, bringing the religio-political 
sects (Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and Binh Xuyen) 
under control, while also preventing the 
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1. Fleeing from the Communist onslaught, 
boat-loads of refugees from the Cam 
Ranh Bay area await evacuation on USS 
Durham. Thousands more have perished 
in their attempts to escape. 

2 . A recruit to the Army of 

the Socialist Republic of Vietnam 
swears allegiance to the flag. 1 977. 

3 . Road construction in a "new econ¬ 
omic zone" of Vietnam: in January 1 978 
the Saigon government announced that 
more than one million had been "re¬ 
settled" in these areas since 1976. 

4 . Citizens in "liberated" Hue greet 
the triumphant Communists. 
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army from becoming too powerful. He also 
managed to resettle more than 500,000 
refugees who fled south in 1954-1956 under 
the terms of the Geneva Agreements. With 
massive American aid, Diem established 
a relatively secure republican regime and 
was beginning to make an impression in 
the rural areas when the Viet Cong, worried 
by this success, first struck. Thereafter the 
problem in Saigon always centered on the 
maintenance of stable government and the 
increase of the democratic process in the 
face of a campaign by a ruthless enemy, 
who was determined to prevent by force 
the successful implementation of any such 
popular measures. 

Administrative corruption 
obscures military virtue 


There can be no doubt that at certain 
periods the regimes in Saigon were both 
repressive and corrupt. They sometimes 
indulged in torture and assassination to 
achieve political (and even private) ends, 
while many people at all levels in the 
government not only condoned, but also 
were themselves involved in corruption. It 
is, however, equally true that the South 
Vietnamese fought from 1957 to 1975 and 
that, contrary to the publicity given to the 
American military involvement, the AR VN 
was always the largest single combat force 
in the South. Despite many hazards, not the 
least of which was incessant criticism in 
the Western press, the ARVN frequently 
fought well, especially during the Tet 
offensive of 1968 and the 1972 invasion, 
although it suffered setbacks. In 1974- 
1975, however, deprived of the material 
needs of war, with ammunition running 
out, with an almost total lack of air sup¬ 
port, and knowing that South Vietnam was 
isolated internationally, the ARVN did 
not stand a chance. Given such circum¬ 
stances it is scarcely surprising that, with 
a few honourable exceptions, ''sauve-qui- 
peuV' became the order of the day. 

For the United States there were three 
fundamental problems: 

1. How could a Western, technically- 
oriented nation best support an under¬ 
developed and politically immature 
society which was threatened by the 
techniques and skills of Communist 
revolutionary warfare? 

2. How could a strong armed force, 
designed and equipped for nuclear and 
conventional warfare in Europe, par¬ 
ticipate effectively in a counter¬ 
revolutionary campaign in Southeast 
Asia? 

3. How could a democratic society main¬ 
tain aconsensusthroughoutaprotracted 
war being fought far away, in which its 
essential national interests were not 
obviously involved? 

Even the most chauvinistic proponents 
of American involvement could not deny 
that in the euphoria of 1965 1967 the US 
forces were vastly overconfident and that 
they suffered from a widespread belief 
that technological resources and tradi¬ 
tional military might would inevitably 
lead to a quick conclusion. The very size of 
American operations and the dispropor¬ 
tionate amount of firepower brought to 
bear against most targets led to the un¬ 


intentional involvement of (usually) 
innocent civilians, which, in terms of 
revolutionary warfare, was counter¬ 
productive. The NVA and Viet Cong, in 
fact, deliberately provoked such over¬ 
reaction because, in the long-term, the 
consequences were in their favor. Ameri¬ 
can technological resources could be 
used effectively only in battles in remote 
areas, such as Khe Sanh and the A Shau 
Valley. There, far from population con¬ 
centrations, the two military machines 
were able to match their skills and re¬ 
sources without harming innocent by¬ 
standers. On the few occasions when such 
situations arose, United States forces won 
decisively. It is, however, scarcely surpris¬ 
ing that the enemy declined to play the 
game according to those rules. 

It has become conventional wisdom to 
judge the war of attrition of 1965 1968 
as a failed strategy, and to attribute the 
favorable situation of 1970-1971 to the 
strategies of ”Vietnamization’' and paci¬ 
fication, implemented from mid-1968 on¬ 
ward. It was frequently pointed out that, 
despite US claims of heavy enemy casual¬ 
ties, the enemy seemed always to be in¬ 
creasing in numbers. It would appear, 
however, that although unpleasant and 
costly in lives, the "'main force” strategy of 
1965-1968 played a vital role in depleting 
the manpower resources of the NVA and 
Viet Cong, especially in view of the re¬ 
strictions placed upon US military actions 
against the DRVN itself. NVA and VC 
losses between January 1966 and May 1968 
amounted to 252,384 deaths and 52,031 
surrenders, with an uncounted number of 
wounded and missing. Although such 
losses did not bring the DRVN close to 
military defeat in traditional terms, they 
nevertheless represented a cumulative 
loss in a vital resource. This process of 
attrition was unintentionally, and most 
unwisely, accelerated by the DRVN itself 
in the Tet offensive of 1968 —in which the 
VC suffered enormous casualties. 


A US defeat with far- 
reaching effects 


Finally, as has been shown repeatedly 
in this book, the military battle is but half 
of the war; it is the politicaldecision which 
is both essential and enduring. In the case 
of Vietnam, the military forces of SVN and 
its allies, after much tribulation, eventu¬ 
ally created the circumstances in 1970 
1971 where defeat of the enemy was pos¬ 
sible but the position in the United 
States was such that no political advantage 
could be taken of the favorable military 
situation. Hanoi did not threaten the 
existence of the United States, not did the 
United States intend physically to take 
over the DRVN; instead, their military 
forces met head-on in the territory of a 
third party. South Vietnam, and in the 
final analysis it was a question of whose 
political willpower could last the longer. 

The greatest single consequence of the 
North Vietnamese victory was the defeat 
of the United States, a proud nation with 
a hitherto unbroken series of military tri¬ 
umphs in its history. Successive govern¬ 
ments in Washington had publicly set 
themselves the aim of preserving a non- 
Communist, free South Vietnam, and the 
failure was incontrovertible. However, 



1. "Operation New Life": on the US- 
administered island of Guam, refugees 
from the Communist regime in Vietnam 
await resettlement in the Free World. 

By 1979, the US. Great Britain. Australia. 
Canada. West Germany, and France were 
among the western nations offering 
refuge. 2 . Vietnamese on Guam read of 
the problems imposed on resettlement 
by the flood of refugees; late in 1 977 
it was estimated that some 1.500 were 
leaving Vietnam by sea every month. 

3 . Many of the ARVN soldiers who 
surrendered in 1 975 were imprisoned in 
"political re-education camps", which 
were estimated to have up to 400.000 
inmates in 1 975-78 4 . Pol Pot. Prime 
Minister. Secretary of the Communist 
Party, and dictatorial ruler of Kampu¬ 
chea makes an official visit to the 
People's Republic of China in 1 977. 



nm 


240 















the process of recovery from this traumatic 
experience has been fairly rapid and 
United States leadership in the West has 
not been subjected to any serious ques¬ 
tioning. Indeed, with the Vietnam conflict 
over, United States concentration upon, 
and involvement in, the defense of Europe 
is greater than ever, and the NATO allies 
have absolute faith in the United States 
commitment. But it is extremely improb¬ 
able that the United States will ever again 
become involved in a war on the Asian 
mainland. 






S 


Communist expansion: 
the “domino theory” 

Throughout the years of the Second 
Vietnam War there was impassioned 
argument as to what would happen when 
the war was over—especially if the Com¬ 
munists were to win. The ''domino theory”, 
generally attributed to President Eisen¬ 
hower, postulated that the Communists 
would rapidly expand from Indochina and, 
by a mixture of subversion and direct in¬ 
volvement, take over Southeast Asia, the 
countries falling one after another like a 
"train” of dominoes. The active, aggressive 
Vietnamese would, so the argument ran, 
quickly dominate the gentler, more in¬ 
souciant Khmers and Laotians. The exist¬ 
ing insurgencies in Thailand, Malaysia, 
and Burma would be encouraged by 
injections of materiel, "advisers”, and 
eventually military units as well. Further, 
the island republics of the Philippines and 
Indonesia were seen as prime targets for 
Hanoi-style revolutionary wars, either in 
parallel with, or in succession to, the 
conflict on the mainland. 

A contrary view was generally held by 
those who opposed US involvement in the 
war. Their belief, although less coherently 
expressed, envisaged a benign Ho Chi 
Minh presiding over a peaceful Vietnam 
and living in tranquility with his neigh¬ 
bors. Supporters of this proposition vehe¬ 
mently rejected the domino theory, argu¬ 
ing that Vietnam was a "special case” and 
that once the country was reunited the 
Vietnamese would leave their neighbors 
strictly alone. 

An examination of the literature of the 
period shows that neither side in this 
debate ever really questioned whether 
Vietnam would be able to coexist with 
China, Laos, and Cambodia, since the 
Communist ties and commonality of pur¬ 
pose were assumed to be so close. The 
reality of events since the fall of Saigon 
had differed from all expectatJon>. 

It was very unlikely that, after 40 year.s 
of almost continuous conflict, the states 
of Indochina would return to normality 
straight away; nor was it likely that all the 
anti-Communist inhabitants would accept 
defeat easily. Many wealthy Vietnamese 
managed to make their own way abroad as 
soon as the collapse of South Vietnam 
appeared irreversible, and a relatively 
small number managed to escape with 
the Americans in the final, desperate, un¬ 
dignified scramble. After the Communist 
takeover in Vietnam, however, the extra¬ 
ordinary saga of the "boat people” 
astonished the world: many thousands of 
refugees undertook epic voyages across 
the seas of Southeast Asia. Some simply 
sailed across the gulf to Thailand or north- 
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east Malaysia, but others voyaged direct 
to Brunei, Indonesia, and even Australia. 
A brave but sad postscript to the war, they 
have proved embarrassing to their hosts. 

Dissident elements still hold out in 
Vietnam itself; reports intermittently 
reach the West of the Vietnamese Army 
carrying out operations against these 
groups. Similar groups abandoned by the 
French in the north in 1954 were gradually 
eliminated by the Communist regime, 
but since 1975 a renewed threat to Hanoi 
and Vientiane has come from the minority 
tribes in northwest Vietnam and Laos. 
Many of these tribes have a long history of 
resistance to domination by the lowland 
people, and they supported first the French 
and then the Americans against the 
Communists. The Vietnamese and Lao¬ 
tians knew for some time that the Chinese 
supported these tribes, especially the 
Meos, but they were surprised to learn in 
August 1978, that the legendary General 
'Vang Pao had left his refuge in the United 
States to travel to Peking. General Pao 
was the leader of the CIA-backed Meo 
army: it would be ironic if he returned to 
fight his old enemies, but with Peking 
rather than Washington as the paymaster. 

One of the most unexpected develop¬ 
ments was post-war behavior in Kam¬ 
puchea (formerly Cambodia). The Khmer 
people have long been considered a toler¬ 
ant, kind, and artistic race, devout Bud¬ 
dhists, and normally peaceful and gentle. 
The brutality and inhumanity of events 
after the fall of the Lon Nol regime are 
staggering. The need to move virtually all 
inhabitants and refugees from the des¬ 
perately overcrowded capital of Phnom 
Penh to the villages was the starting point 
of a horrifying and bloody campaign to 
eliminate every vestige of opposition to the 
A ("'Organization'’), the central body 

responsible for the revolution. Murder by 
soldiers of the regime became common¬ 
place, two of the most common methods 
being simple cudgeling, and suffocation in 
an airtight plastic bag—apparently to 
conserve ammunition. 


Escalating conflict: 
Vietnam and Kampuchea 


There were several attempts to 
overthrow the government by disaffected 
elements of the Khmer Rouge, notably in 
September 1976 and early in 1977, and 
there were also reports of a third 
group in thecountry: the Khmer Serai Kka 
(Free Khmer Movement). In mid-1978 
there was an insurrection in the eastern 
part of Kampuchea, and in retrospect 
it is clear that this was a sign of what 
was to come in December. 

Any beliefs that the neighboring Com¬ 
munist countnes would coexist in peace 
and amity were rudely shattered at a very 
early stage. In 1975 1976, the victorious 
Vietnamese talked of "Indochinese soli¬ 
darity”—which would inevitably take the 
form of Vietnamese domination. The 
Kampucheans, in particular, had good 
reason to doubt their neighbor’s goodwill. 

1. At Geneva in 1954, the Viet Minh ob¬ 
tained their own Communist state (with 
the prospect of the south as well in 1956- 
1957), but tacitly agreed that the Khmer 
Rouge should disband and accede to 
Prince Sihanouk’s control. 


2. During most of the Second Vietnam 
War, DRVN forces used the Ho Chi Minh 
and Sihanouk Trails through Cambodia 
and set up large depots near the border 
with South Vietnam, but did nothing to 
help the Khmer Rouge who were being 
actively harassed by Sihanouk. Only 
when Lon Nol took over and turned on the 
North Vietnamese did the latter decide to 
help their fellow Communists. 

3. At the Paris conference in 1973-1974, 
the DRVN obtained a cease-fire with the 
United States, but made no attempt to 
prevent the resources released, par¬ 
ticularly B-52 bombers, being redeployed 
to operations in Cambodia. The Khmer 
Rouge felt, and not without reason, that 
the DRVN had failed to protect their 
fellow Communists’ interests. 

These events reinforced the traditional 
and mutual mistrust of the Kampucheans 
and Vietnamese. The first clashes between 
the two Communist states occurred in 1974 
and there was further fighting over the 
islands of Phu Quoc and Tho Chu within 
days of the fall of Saigon in 1975. These 
conflicts gradually increased in scale and 
frequency until 30 April 1977, when the 
Kampucheans utilized a classic Viet¬ 
namese technique and attacked on the 
second anniversary of the fall of Saigon, a 
public holiday with many Vietnamese 
military units stood-down for the celebra¬ 
tions. Following heavy artillery and mor¬ 
tar fire, the Kampucheans pushed some six 
miles (10km) into Vietnamese territory 
near the town of Chau Doc (which had to be 
evacuated) and then withdrew. 


Communist rivals in 
border campaigns 

The next attack was on 24 September 
1977 (also a public holiday), at a time when 
Kampuchea’s premier Pol Pot was on an 
official visit to Peking. This much larger 
operation involved an advance on several 
lines spread over a 93-mile (150km) front 
in Tay Ninh province. With Vietnamese 
units again taken by surprise, the Kam¬ 
pucheans were able to penetrate deep into 
enemy territory. Many local residents 
fled, but an official Hanoi communique 
alleged that the Kampucheans had mas¬ 
sacred some 2,000 civilians. The Kampu¬ 
cheans again withdrew, but stopped short 
of the border and took up positions just 
inside Vietnamese territory. A few weeks 
later, following Pol Pot’s return to Phnom 
Penh, there was a third raid which was sup¬ 
ported by armored vehicles (probably 
ex-US Ml 13 armored personnel carriers) 
and aircraft. In the ensuing air actions, 
some Vietnamese aircraft were shot down 
by Chinese-manned anti-aircraft guns, an 
ironic blow in view of the many years in 
which Chinese "advisers” had served with 
anti-aircraft units of the North Vietna¬ 
mese Army. By the end of October 1977, 
Vietnamese patience had run out: they 
began a military offensive under Lieute¬ 
nant General Tran Van Tra, who had com¬ 
manded the NVA in the Parrot’s Beak 
area in the Second Vietnam War, and 
thus knew the area well. 

In 1978 the forces of Vietnam were far 
stronger than those of Kampuchea but, as 
both sides realized, military might is not 
the sole criterion in such circumstances 
and the Vietnamese kept hostilities at a 


_ 



1. Kampuchean POWs in Vietnam: con¬ 
flict between the rival Communist 
states began in 1974 and escalated 
into major border campaigns before the 
Soviet-backed Vietnamese and guerrillas 
over-ran Kampuchea in 1 979. 2 . Vietnamese 
Army recruits in training, the strength 
of this force—estimated at 61 5,000 
regulars and 1,600,000 para¬ 
military troops in December 1 977, 
with excellent arms of largely Soviet 
origin—makes it a vital factor in 
Asia today. 3 . Communist ground crew 
with a Northrop F-5 Freedom Fighter, 
supplied to South Vietnam by the US 
and captured in 1 975. 
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fairly low level. Some reports stated that 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail through Laos had 
been reactivated to bring supplies down to 
the troops fighting in northeast Kam- 
puchea. 

In June 1978 the Vietnamese struck 
again. They had moved battle-hardened 
professional units down from Tonkin and, 
following strikes by Northrop F-5 aircraft 
of the former South Vietnamese Air Force, 
and supported by tanks and artillery, the 
infantry penetrated to within 10 miles 
(16km) of Kompong Cham. The few re¬ 
porters allowed to witness these opera¬ 
tions recorded a distinct feeling of deja vu\ 
the setting, the equipment, and even the 
tactics were the same as in 1968 or 1971; 
only the faces of some of the participants 
were different. 

These operations drew attention to an 
important factor in contemporary Asia: 
the size, standard of equipment and train¬ 
ing, and the battle experience of the 
Vietnamese Army, which comprises 25 
infantry divisions, supported by 45 field 
artillery regiments, 60 air defense regi¬ 
ments, and some 25 to 30 tank battalions. 
The navy and air force are substantial 
compared to others in Southeast Asia. 
The weaponry is mostly of Soviet design, 
although many of the lighter weapons 
were manufactured in Vietnam itself. 
Much equipment was captured from the 
South Vietnamese forces in 1974 75, 
which was almost exlusively of American 
manufacture. This war booty is estimated 
to have included: 550 medium and light 
tanks; 1,200 armored personnel carriers; 
1,300 artillery pieces; 80 small ships and 
landing craft; and 1,000 aircraft, includ¬ 
ing about 200 fighter and ground-attack 
aircraft, 100 transports, and 500 heli¬ 
copters. Spare parts and ammunition will, 
however, soon become a problem for 
many of the aircraft and tanks. 

For the Soviet Union, the War and its 
aftermath have been most satisfactory. 
Two of its major foreign policy goals are 
to diminish the power and influence of the 
United States, and to contain China. 
There can be no doubt that the Indochina 
Wars seriously affected the United 
States’ international reputation, while 
the Soviet Union’s consistent support for 
Hanoi led to the Vietnamese becoming 
part of the Soviet ”camp”. The Soviet 
Union has often seemed unable to adopt 
correct attitudes in dealing with client 
states, which has led to the loss of con¬ 
siderable investments: Egypt and Somalia, 
for example. Recently, the Soviets have 
adopted a new approach of binding the 
client state economically through mem¬ 
bership of COMECON. Vietnamese entry 
to this organization was formalised at a 
meeting in Bucharest, despite the reluc¬ 
tance of the non-Soviet members. 

The Soviet Union clearly wishes to 
make Vietnam a major strategic distrac¬ 
tion on China’s southern flank, while 
also obtaining permanent bases in the 
area: it is now operating two air bases in 
Laos (at Phong Savan and Seno) and the 
Soviet Navy has facilities at the former 
USN base at Cam Ranh Bay. 

Soviet ambitions seem to parallel those 
of the Vietnamese leaders: General Giap 
is reported to have stated that the narrow 
waist of central Vietnam is strategically 
indefensible unless Laos is held. The 
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identity of the potential enemy remains 
obscure, but the Vietnamese have tigh¬ 
tened their grip on Laos, where they have 
been operating continuously since 1950. 
In early 1979 there were some 50,000 
Vietnamese troops in Laos, including one 
of their best infantry divisions near 
Vientiane. Further, every unit of the 
Laotian army has at least one Viet¬ 
namese "adviser”. 

It is possible that the Soviet Union may 
bide its time and then "call-in” its debts 
by requesting the Vietnamese to follow 
Cuba's example and send troops to par¬ 
ticipate in other wars in Asia, Africa, or 
even South America. Vietnamese creden¬ 
tials are impeccable: they are authentic 
revolutionaries, with a brilliant reputa¬ 
tion for military organization and brav¬ 
ery, and a wealth of experience. However, 
the USSR may have been making another 
of its strategic miscalculations. The Viet¬ 
namese have proved quite conclusively 
that they are not prepared to be anyone's 
pawn; they resisted Chinese occupation 
for a thousand years and never totally 
accepted French colonial rule, even in the 
early 20th Century heyday of imperialism. 
It seems probable that the Vietnamese 
will follow the Moscow line for precisely 
as long as it suits them, but if the Soviets 
become too over-bearing, or if they try to 
push Vietnam too hard in a particular 
direction, then they would be told to 
leave. 

There has been an ethnic Chinese 
minority, the Hoa ChiaOj in Vietnam for 
several centuries. Most of these Chinese 
residents operated small businesses; 
many of them supported both the Viet 
Minh and then the Viet Cong in their 
revolutionary campaigns. But in 1978 a 
wide gulf opened up between the govern¬ 
ment and the Hoa Chiao, which quickly 
involved Peking and led to serious border 
incidents. Many of the Hoa Chiao took 
fright and an exodus began. 

The whole affair landed Peking with a 
delicate problem, for there are Chinese 
minorities in almost every country in 
Southeast Asia, whose governments 
watch very closely to see whether too 
much interest is being taken in their 
affairs by the mainland authorities. Des¬ 
pite this, the situation reached such a 
state that the Chinese sent ships to take 
those who wished to leave. 

By late 1978, China was involved in 
border problems with the Soviet Union in 
the north and with Vietnam in the south. 
Vietnam, supported by the USSR, was 
confronting China and was also involved 
in a relatively "hot” war with Kam¬ 
puchea in the soutli-west. 

This situation looked as if it would 
continue for some time, but in late 1978 
events, as so often before in Indochina, 
suddenly gathered momentum. On 3 
December the existence of the Kam¬ 
puchea National United Front for 
National Salvation (KNUFNS) was an¬ 
nounced, led by Heng Samrin, a 44-year 
old former commissar in the Khmer 
Rouge, and Chea Sim (46) who had held a 
number of political posts; both men had 
broken with Pol Pot in May 1978. 

On 25 December 1978 Vietnamese and 
KNUFNS troops suddenly swept into 
Kampuchea. Progress was rapid; the 
whole strategy was conventional, with 12 


divisions of the Vietnamese Army taking 
part, supported by tanks, artillery and 
ground-attack aircraft. Pol Pot’s regime 
collapsed quickly, but then an unexpected 
little figure bounced into the headlines as 
Prince Sihanouk, one of the world’s great 
survivors, was released from palace- 
arrest and despatched to the United 
Nations to plead Kampuchea’s case. Few 
nations outside the Soviet bloc supported 
the Vietnamese invasion, but nobody 
regretted the demise of the barbarous Pol 
Pot regime either. By 15 January 1979 the 
invaders had closed up to the Thai border 
and their victory was virtually complete, 
although pockets of resistance remained. 


China’s ‘‘punitive” invasion 
of Vietnam 


China had every intention of reacting, 
but was forced to move slowly because of 
the need to make diplomatic preparations 
(especially during Teng Hsiao-ping’s visit 
to the USA), and also because the PLA 
divisions for the punitive action had to 
be moved from their positions facing 
Taiwan and Hongkong, and such jour¬ 
neys take time in China. Overall com¬ 
mand was given to General Hsu Shih-yu 
(73), while the "front” commander was 
Yang Teh-chih (69), both veterans of the 
famous "Long March”. Their initial goals 
were five towns whose names brought 
back memories of the war against the 
French —Lai Chau, Lao Cai, Ha Giang, 
Cao Bang and Lang Son—and after the 
very obvious preparations they crossed 
the border on 17 February 1979. They 
moved slowly, partly restrained by the 
pace of the foot-soldiers, and partly by the 
natural caution of elderly commanders 
and young soldiers untried in battle. 

As it would have been had their roles 
been reversed, the first line of resistance 
was the village militia, who harrassed the 
advancing Chinese columns, while the 
main force units of the VPA were rushed 
up from Laos and the south. The ensuing 
propaganda battles made it very difficult 
to sort out who achieved what and 
Western Press reporters were kept undei 
careful control by both sides. The Chinese 
made their point by pushing deep into 
Vietnamese territory (quite how far is 
still debatable), although there is no 
doubt that they suffered very heavy 
casualties before withdrawing, but still 
in good order, behind their frontier. 

The USSR did little except issue propa¬ 
ganda statements and make some limited 
troop movements. Her own vital national 
interests were not directly involved, but 
the close relationship with Vietnam sug¬ 
gested to most people that some sort of 
gesture of solidarity would have been 
appropriate. China made preparations for 
such an eventuality: troops in the 
northern military regions were put on 
alert, but, interestingly, the main rein¬ 
forcements went to the forces in Sinkiang 
to face a possible Soviet drive against the 
key nuclear installations at Lop Nor. 

Following the Chinese withdrawal, 
talks aimed at reaching an "understand¬ 
ing” have been held in Hanoi. These, 
together with any assessment of casual¬ 
ties, are, however, largely irrelevant, for 
China has achieved the great strategic 



aim of her invasion, which was to demon¬ 
strate to the aggressive Vietnamese that 
they cannot undertake any further 
military adventures in Southeast Asia 
against the wishes of the Chinese govern¬ 
ment, or they will find themselves involv¬ 
ed in a war on two fronts. The Chinese in¬ 
vasion may have been slow to mount, 
ponderous in execution and costly in 
casualties, but it was completely success¬ 
ful in demonstrating China’s belief in 
"perceived power” and the Vietnamese 
(and the Soviet Union) would be well 
advised to heed that lesson. 


The continuing problems 
of Southern Asia 


So, the balance of power shifted once 
again. In late January 1979 it had ap¬ 
peared that Vietnam was the dominant 
power in Southeast Asia and that its 
600,000-strong army was hungry for J 
further conquests. The much criticised 
"domino theory” had taken on a new 
relevance with the fall of Kampuchea; 
Thailand felt herself to be in the front- 
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1 . The skills of guerrilla warfare for which 
the Viet Cong were fanned are turned 
against Vietnann by these Kampu- 
chean soldiers setting up a bannboo-stake 
booby trap on a border trail. 2 . Kannpu- 
chean warships, supplied by China. 

On 1 6 January 1 979 Thai Navy sources 
reported a fierce naval battle in the 
Gulf of Thailand between Vietnamese-led 
forces and Kampuchean units loyal to 
former leader Pol Pot. At least 22 boats 
were said to have been involved in a 
struggle for control of Koh Kong island 
3 . Khmer Rouge troops man a 105mm 
gun captured from Cambodian govern¬ 
ment forces during the insurrection of 
1970-1975. 4 . Vietnamese paramilitary 
troops defend a "liberated area" on 
the border with Kampuchea, although 
the Vietnamese called for a border 
cease-fire and the establishment of a 
demilitarized zone in 1978. they were 
actually planning a major offensive 
during which they over-ran Kampuchea 
early in 1979. 5 . Map; the continuing 
conflicts in Southeast Asia 



line, and the governments of Burma, 
Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia were 
very worried indeed. The mighty army 
that had defeated the French, the United 
States, South Vietnam and now Kam¬ 
puchea appeared to be unstoppable, and 
nobody seemed to be prepared to do more 
than just make threatening noises against 
any further Vietnamese expansion. Fur¬ 
ther, the Vietnamese had apparently 
achieved their long planned purpose of 
forming an Indochinese confederation of 
their own country, Laos and Kampuchea, 
with a population base of some 60 million 
people. 

The Chinese invasion in February has 
reversed all that—for the time being- 
and the Vietnamese may, indeed, find 
their newly expanded territories hard to 
control. Laotians and Khmers have hated 
the Vietnamese for centuries, while there 
are many groups in Vietnam itself which 
are by no means reconciled to rule from 
Hanoi. Nevertheless the Vietnamese 
People’s Army is a power which has to be 
reckoned with in any consideration of the 
future of Southeast Asia. 

A number of outside interests are in- 


5 

extricably involved in the area. The 
USSR clearly sees Southeast Asia as ripe 
for the expansion of its influence, with 
Vietnam acting as its agent. China can¬ 
not ignore events in the area and has 
clearly demonstrated that she will place 
limits on any further expansion of Viet¬ 
namese territory, by force if necessary. 
The USA IS quite obviously determined 
to avoid any further direct involvement 
in the area- having learnt a terrible and 
costly lesson in the years 1956-75—but as 
a world power cannot remain totally 
aloof. Although the USA was only an 
observer of the invasions of Kampuchea 
and Vietnam in 1978/79 she could by no 
means remain a disinterested one because 
any escalation, particularly between 
China and the USSR, must involve her. 
Japan, too, must be affected by such 
events since the vital oil routes from the 
Arabian Gulf pass through the South 
China Sea, but such involvement must 
inevitably remain an indirect one. 

Western Europe has shown an increas¬ 
ing interest in China in the past two to 
three years, both because of the trading 
opportunities and because of the possi¬ 


bility that the Chinese might provide a 
strategic threat to the Soviet Union 
which would divert that country’s atten¬ 
tion away from the NATO powers in 
Europe. But, generally, Western atten¬ 
tion turned away from Southeast Asia 
with the ending of the Second Indochina 
War and the final disengagement of the 
European colonial powers from the area. 
Such an attitude has been very ill-advised 
because, like the Middle East, Southern 
Asia is a part of the world which the West 
as a whole can ignore only at its peril 
The search for dominance and the fluc¬ 
tuations in the balance of power will 
continue, and there are many potential 
"flash-points”. The West stood impotent 
as the Vietnamese swept into Kam¬ 
puchea; would the same apply if they 
invaded Thailand, or after that Malaysia? 
The enduring certainty is that Southern 
Asia, and especially Indochina, has by no 
means exhausted its ability both to 
astonish and to involve the rest of the 
world however reluctant it may be- in 
its problems. There has been fighting in 
this part of the world from 1941 until 
today—will it never end? 
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“No nation I 

should put the burden 
of war 

on its military forces 
alone.” 

General 

William C. Westmoreland, 

US Army, retired 

I 

I 

[ “I don’t see anyone 

wanting to I' 

get back into Vietnam. 

Iseealot \ 

of people wanting 

to get out.” ‘ 



Richard M. Nixon, 

former president of the United States, 
speaking of the refugees from Vietnam, 
Oxford Union, England, 
November 30,1978 
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USAF aircraft alone expended 6, 762,000 
short tons of munitions in Southeast Asia 
up to August 1973, compared to 2,150,000 
short tons during World War II. The most 
successful combat aircraft of the Vietnam 
War was the F-4 Phantom II, accounting for 
108 of the 137 North Vietnamese MiGs 
destroyed by USAF in aerial combat. 
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On the eve of the 1975 "Spring" offensive 
by North Vietnam, the Communist forces in 
South Vietnam included almost 380,000 
men, 600 tanks and armored personnel 
carriers, backed by 342 aircraft (in North 
Vietnam), 23 anti-aircraft artillery regi¬ 
ments and a surface-to-air missile regiment. 
Faced with such firepower, on the morning 
of 30 April 1975 President Duong Van Minh 
announced South Vietnam's unconditional 
surrender. 



Many US/ARVN ground operations, carried 
out in extremely difficult terrain conditions, 
involved painstaking "search and destroy" 
missions to flush out Communist troops. 

In the Mekong Delta, the US deployed river 
assault groups each comprising 26 armored 
troop carriers, 16 assault support patrol 
boats, five monitors, two command 
communications boats and two refuelers. 
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